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Cristata & Syringa 


1 Cristata & Syringa 

A dull roar filled the cramped space, the thundering of feet far above their heads, knocking 
sand and dust down and making the air even harder to breathe than it already was. 

The gladiator was hunched over, their back aching from the position, wrists tied to 
ankles. They hadn’t fought yet, so they might not even be called a gladiator, but it was 
what they sold as. A fighter. Defeated and captured. 

One of the more senior fighters walked around freely, getting more and more animated 
as the crowd outside grew louder. He paused, making a decision and stalked over to the 
newcomer, cooking their foot. 

“Oi. You were a soldier. The mark on your shoulder, that’s Narcissus. Or were you just 
fans of those red-headed freaks?” 

The gladiator ignored him, looking blankly at the cuffs binding them. The senior spat 
on their head, “Oi! I’m talking to you, slave! You will look at me.” 

They raised their head slowly, and he smiled down at them, “That’s better. You are a 
slave. That’s what being a gladiator is. There are rules to this. Do you understand? You 
don’t get to kill. Not unless they say so. And they, are the people who choose whether we 
live or die. So don’t fuck with them.” 

The soldier shrugged and looked back down at their restraints. The senior’s foot crashed 
into their shoulder with a solid crunch as the elbow was torn tight. The man laughed loudly, 
“And now, I guess you’re a dead one.” 

“Brassia!” A guard erupted, “Fall in line. Don’t damage the goods. Fuck’s sake. It’s 
brand new stock.” 

They was a crunch and guard and gladiator alike looked at the newcomer who had just 
relocated their elbow. They didn’t look up, or even react to the pain. The guard whistled, 
“Well. I guess they really were a soldier.” 

Brassia laughed, a rumbling sound, “This will be fun. I get to fight it don’t I?” 

“Sure. You’re supposed to wipe the floor, but don’t kill.” The guard stated confidently, 
“A gentle introduction. Speaking of, you’re up.” 

The gladiator took the offered warhammer, and planted the handle on the ground with 
an impact that shook the floor, “Don’t attack the guard, soldier. You’re worth less than 
the food they feed us. If you fight well, you might be worth more. Is that clear?” 

The soldier shrugged, and then shocked the both of them by standing up, the chains 
falling off them. A small fragment of something white was sticking out of one of the locks. 
The soldier took a sword and shield from the wall and walked straight for the arena floor 
without a second look. 

Behind them, Brassia followed, dragging his hammer across the floor with him, “This 
is going to be interesting.” 

The soldier came to a stop in the middle of the arena, and turned to face Brassia as 
he cheered to the crowd, flexing and screaming. Nearby an announcer was speaking with 
a deafening voice that could almost be heard above the assaulting volume of the crowd. 

The gladiator turned and hefted his warhammer, “Let’s put on a show.” 

The soldier darted forward. The hammer came crashing down onto the shield, crushing 
it in an instant. However, the shield slammed into the ground, nothing beneath it. Brassia 
looked around in confusion, not seeing the soldier. 

The base of the sword hit the back of his neck, knocking the giant to his hands and 
knees. The soldier placed the tip at the base of his neck, “Don’t. Move.” 
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The crowd went quiet in shock, before erupting into a frenzy of applause. The soldier 
looked up to the elevated platform where their new owners were seated, and saw the man 
in charge lift his thumb. 

The soldier tossed the sword to the ground. 

Brassia lifted himself upright, leaning on his warhammer, “Fuck, soldier, that hurt. I 
said we were putting on a show. How did you even do that?” 

They looked at him blankly, not answering. 


“Who was that?” The princess said breathlessly, sitting up from her lounge and pushing 
aside a servant. She stared as the gladiator left the arena, and looked over at her father, 
“Who was it?” 

The man looked at a servant, “A soldier. A prisoner of war that was sold into slavery. 
Details?” 

The slave bowed quickly, “My lord, my lady. They were a soldier of Narcissus, captured 
during a conflict with Asphodel. They were sold to us only recently, this was their first 
combat. I’m afraid I have no name registered.” 

Her father shrugged, “That’s common for soldiers of Narcissus. They often take a vow 
of silence upon entering into the army. Do we know what rank they had before being 
captured? Or the battle?” 

“No rank known, sorry, my lord.” The slave replied, “However, we do know that they 
were captured at the Battle of Thunbergia. One of seventeen survivors of Narcissus. All 
were sold as slaves, as I understand it.” 

“That’s terrible.” The princess said, wishing she could catch another glimpse, “To take 
out Brassia so easily, they must have been a very good soldier.” 

“The best soldier cannot succeed on their own.” Her father stated, “Besides, Narcissus’ 
soldiers are generally barbaric. They’ve been known to torture and kill those that they 
capture in battle.” 

The princess pouted, “I want to meet them.” 

Her father looked over and smiled, “Of course you may, my dear. I thought that Brassia 
was your favourite. He might become jealous if you pay another attention.” 

The princess smiled, “He will have to redeem himself by winning this tournament, if 
he wishes to garner my attentions.” 

She looked to her own slave, “Make the arrangements for me to meet this Narcissian.” 

The woman bowed and left quickly. Her father took a chicken leg from his bowl and 
took a bite, and spoke through his mouthful, “It is unusual for a slave to get your attention 
so quickly, Syringa. Is this one so special? Or is prowess at combat all that interests you?” 

“They approached the battle in a way I haven’t seen.” Syringa smiled, “They let Brassia 
think they were charging him, whilst instead they were slipping between his legs. They 
could have stabbed him in the groin, but they found a way to end the fight without 
harming him. Depriving him of a new scar.” 

Her father laughed, “That’s just a Narcissus thing. They never do more than they have 
to. Efficient, cold and brutal. I have fought three wars against that nation since I became 
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king, my daughter. I sincerely hope I never have to fight another. They are... An incredible 
people. An entire nation dedicated to war.” 

Syringa shivered, “And yet, one of them became a slave in our arena. Wouldn’t that 
be intolerable? Shouldn’t they have killed themselves?” 

“The Narcissians don’t believe in suicide.” Her father shrugged, “They believe it is an 
affront of their god. He grants them life, and they don’t have the authority to throw that 
away.” 

Syringa shook her head, “These people sound... Ancient.” 

He laughed, “Terrifying, but somewhat accurate. Ah. Brassia has returned. Can he win 
your attention?” 

Syringa lay back down on her couch, watching the warhammer send another slave flying 
into a wall, crushing bone. Usually it would make her feel hot and bothered, but right now 
she just felt bored. 

The giant flexing his muscles was not as interesting as someone who could read his 
attack. They had been so fast, and so nimble. That they might be sworn to silence felt 
like a delicacy. 

That brief fight had shown her something that she wanted, all for herself. 


“Soldier.” The guard barked, “There’s been a request to meet you. That means that 
you go where you’re told, when you’re told. You do everything that they ask of you, 
without any question. Usually, that means sex. Is that understood?” 

The soldier looked up at him dully, and gave a short nod. 

The guard sighed heavily, “Look, you’re assigned to this pen. Which means that you 
and I are going to be working together. You got the drop on Brassia, which might have 
got you some attention, but it was stupid. He can hurt you. I can’t always protect you. 
My name is Cyanus. What is yours?” 

The soldier looked back down. 

The guard shook his head, “Fine. I was offering you a chance at peace. But if that’s 
the way you want to play it. Look, the person you’re meeting is important. Don’t hurt 
her, and don’t irritate her.” 

The soldier gave a curt nod, as Cyanus bent over and undid their chains. The soldier 
stood up slowly and the guard drew his sword, “Just procedure. You do what I say, we 
won’t have a problem. Start walking forward.” 


She winced as she saw Brassia take a hit to the face, and thought about the many 
scars on his face. She didn’t find them attractive. They were examples and reminders of 
his failures. 

“My lady.” Her slave whispered, curtsying beside her and trying to get her attention. 
Syringa looked over at her with frustration, “What do you want? Brassia is getting hurt.” 
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The woman curtsied again, “Apologies, my lady. The gladiator you requested has ar¬ 
rived.” 

Syringa waved a hand tiredly, “He can come watch.” 

The slave signalled and an armoured person walked up beside the couch, hands clasped 
behind their back. Syringa was fixed on the match, “You beat him. He won’t like that 
much. He’s skilled, see how he’s driving them backwards? He’s trying to unbalance them.” 

The gladiator said nothing. 

Syringa made an angry face, without looking away from the battle, “Well, speak up. 
How could he be doing better?” 

The gladiator said nothing. 

Syringa turned in frustration, “Did you take a vow of silence, slave!?” 

Her face fell as she looked at them in shock. The gladiator gave a polite nod, as Syringa 
took in the fact that the soldier was downright beautiful. Their face was effeminate, and 
unmarred. They had short-cut red hair, brilliant and bright. 

She smiled slowly, “Sorry. I get caught up in these matches. I asked for you, because 
I wanted to meet someone who approaches their battles with thought and care. You beat 
Brassia by predicting him, and I like that.” 

The gladiator nodded politely. 

Syringa stood up slowly, glancing over at her father for permission, who waved care¬ 
lessly. She ran her hands over the slave’s armoured chest, and around their waist, feeling 
the muscle like stone. 

“Do you have scars, gladiator?” 

The soldier nodded, and Syringa smiled, “Show me.” 

The gladiator undid the leather straps around one of their hands, revealing knuck¬ 
les that were covered in dozens of small white scars. The marks of a battler that were 
inevitable. 

Syringa pretended to be disappointed, “Is that it? No scars of battle or war? Weren’t 
you captured?” 

The gladiator made a small smile, and reached behind, undoing their breastplate. The 
metal fell to the ground, and Syringa’s hand flew to her mouth in shock. She glared over 
at her father’s slave, “You never said it was a girl.” 

“I was not aware. My apologies, my lady.” He said with a bow. 

Syringa looked back, as the slave undid the top of their shirt, pulling it to one side to 
reveal a hideous red scar torn across the top of one of their breasts. It was the width of a 
sword. 

She reached out tentatively, and saw the slave freeze up, fighting their instinct to pull 
away. She touched the scar gently, “You’re lucky they didn’t pierce your heart. Did this 
happen when you were captured?” 

The slave gave a small nod, as Syringa suddenly realised that they had her complete 
attention. She didn’t even care what happened in the arena anymore. This creature was 
the height of fascination. 

Syringa reached up and touched her cheek, “I have met only a handful of women 
warriors before. Women don’t fight in Linnaeus. Not unless they are slaves. I understand 
it is different where you come from. Did you want to be a soldier, or were you conscripted?” 

The woman raised an eyebrow, and Syringa laughed softly, “Sorry, I suppose you can 
only answer yes or no questions, without breaking your vow. Did you want to be a soldier?” 
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The gladiator smiled and gave a strong nod. 

Syringa stared in confusion, “What? You... You wanted to be this? A fighter?” 

“Enough.” Her father growled, “Either screw her or dismiss her. She has more fights 
today.” 

Syringa glared over at him, “Something like this requires time to appreciate, father. I 
have never met a woman gladiator before. She isn’t some boy eager to be shown affection 
by royalty.” 

Her father sighed, looking over, “She is somewhat attractive. She is also a slave. You 
don’t need to know where she has come from. She can never, ever, be anything but a slave 
to you.” 

It was a strong reminder from him, a warning. She was a princess. She could not be 
seen doing anything but using a slave. Anything more than that would be a scandal, and 
she would be punished. 

Usually by banning her from attending the arena. 

Syringa kissed the gladiator’s cheek, “As you wish, father. Slave, I don’t know your 
name, but I am interested in you. I demand that you win your fights, for me. Show me 
that you are worthy of my continued attention.” 

The slave reached down and picked up their breastplate, and looked at her carefully. 
They considered her for a moment, and Syringa felt like it was herself that was exposed, 
rather than the other way around. It felt like the slave could pierce the silk covering her 
body, laying her bare. 

They smiled and gave a small nod, as if accepting the suggestion. Which had been an 
order, and not a request. Her father was right, with this one the line between slave and 
person was blurred. They didn’t know that they were nothing more than property. 

Syringa lay down on the couch, trying not to let anyone know that she felt like she was 
on absolute fire at the thought of it. 


She walked into the arena, shrugging as she felt that the straps on her breastplate 
weren’t quite as tight as they should have been. Removing it hadn’t been the best of 
ideas, not when she couldn’t ask anyone to help. 

The other slave charged straight for her, roaring and screaming with an axe over their 
head. She watched them with mild disinterest. Meeting the royal had been more fun. She 
didn’t know exactly who the woman had been, and she hadn’t appreciated the way she 
acted like she owned her, but she did like the way she adapted to the vow of silence. 

The soldier punched her shield forward with a crushing snap, flooring the other gladiator 
instantly. She turned the shield and slammed it down, pinning the gladiator by the neck, 
and looked up at the special people, and saw the same woman staring down at her. 

From this distance it was hard to make out her expression, but the royal seemed 
absolutely rapt. She seemed to be addicted to blood sport, something that the soldier 
didn’t feel one way or the other about. This was nothing more than the games she had 
played growing up in Narcissus. 

The king pointed his thumb down, and the crowd screamed in excitement. She looked 
down at the gladiator, staring at her frightened, “Don’t!” 
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She lifted the shield, and as she did the other gladiator frantically tried to save their 
life, spinning the axe up at her side. She turned and caught it, before tossing it down and 
through the skull of the slave. 

Killing them because she was ordered to. 

The crowd applauded this senseless execution. This was not a reflection of war. It 
wasn’t something worthy of the god that she had served her entire life. All she could do 
was follow orders, this was her disgrace. 

All chances at glory had been stolen from her when she was captured, and her brothers 
and sisters were killed. All she had left was an empty life, but she would not become more 
of a shame to her god. She would perform her duties to perfection. 

Even if it meant becoming a plaything of the rich and powerful. 


“You seem distracted, daughter.” Her father said carefully, “Has that slave completely 
taken your senses?” 

“I know my place.” Syringa stated firmly, “This is nothing but a passing fancy. They 
are something I haven’t seen before. I wish to learn. I have interrogated Brassia on where 
he has come from before. But he can speak. It is over quicker.” 

He laughed softly, “I have no problems if you wish to enjoy a fling with a woman, or 
a slave, or even both. Yet, that is all it may be. You will a prince one day. That is the 
way of things. He may allow you a dalliance, such as a gladiator, but that will not be your 
choice.” 

“I know my place, father.” She said turning and smiling at him, “This is an indulgence. 
I am aware. It will not become more than that.” 

He looked at her tiredly, “You are wrong, daughter. You have never looked at anyone 
the way you looked at that slave. She would have to kill a thousand people before she even 
qualifies for a freedom match. And then... She would have to join our army, and rise to 
the highest of ranks, simply to become appropriate as a consort for you. It is impossible.” 

“I will enjoy her, soon.” Syringa said quietly, “And then she will die on the floor of 
the arena. She embarrassed Brassia. She has no self-preservation instinct. She isn’t a good 
gladiator, she doesn’t play to the crowd. You have no fear, father.” 

“I have much fear, daughter.” He replied, “That’s the problem. She is Narcissian. She 
may not actually be able to be defeated in the arena. Which means that the others will 
probably kill her in her sleep.” 

“And I will mourn her passing with frantic and angry sex with Brassia.” Syringa replied, 
trying to push her father out of the conversation by giving him far too much information. 

“If that is your wish.” He replied carefully, “I just hope you understand the politics of 
this particular... Indulgence.” 

She looked back to the battlefield, to the sweating and desperate fighting of those 
wishing to attract her attention, and her father’s favour, and a thought occurred to her. 
“Who purchased the Narcissian anyway? I hope I have not offended them by meeting her. 
Touching her.” 

“Lord Dianthus. My lady.” His slave answered, and she could hear his customary bow. 
She thought for a moment, trying to place the name, and made a face. The man was a 
brute, a necessary evil in a time of war. 


6 



7 


Cristata & Syringa 


She sighed heavily, “I am afraid, father, that Lord Dianthus would likely have taken 
offence.” 

“He can be offended.” Her father snapped, “You asked me for permission. I am the one 
who granted it. However, I suggest you forget about any further dalliance.” 

Syringa leaned on her elbow, and blew out her cheeks, “That’s frustrating.” 

“Fetch Lord Dianthus for me.” Her father said, “I shall try and smooth things over 
with him.” 


Cyanus finished re-chaining her wrists and ankles together, and looked at her with 
concern, “Do you know why your owner wants you tied up like this? It isn’t normal. Like 
he doesn’t care if he hurts his stock.” 

She looked at him tiredly and gave a small nod. The guard frowned and then smiled 
slowly, “You can’t speak, can you? It isn’t just that you don’t want to talk to me. You 
can’t.” 

She nodded, feeling a fraction of frustration fade. The guard frowned, “Dianthus. He 
used to own Brassia, but he lost him in a game of cards. Fortunes can change fast around 
here. Now Brassia is half-owned by Princess Syringa, and Lord Calyx. Do you think your 
master is aiming to sell you off?” 

She shook her head and smiled patiently at him. The guard crouched in front of her, 
“He’s trying to get you killed? Waste his product?” 

She nodded and then shrugged. Cyanus reached out and brushed a stray strand of hair 
back in place and he shook his head, “I’ve never seen such a successful fighter with so few 
scars. Any scars. You’re not just a beginner. You’re an expert, and you are... Fantastic. 
Your master might punish you for that. Are you ready?” 

She looked at him blankly, and he shrugged, “Sorry. I guess that felt a bit forward. I’m 
sorry, but you’re property, and I’m not. I’m sort of used to handling slaves, and that is 
what you are.” 

She nodded. Everyone was treating her like she was new to this. She had been captured 
two years ago. She had already been beaten into learning what her new role in life was. 
Now it was an old comfort. 

She was not completely without scars. Her first master had given her one or two, but his 
preferred preference wasn’t to leave a permanent mark. He enjoyed her pale and flawless 
skin too much. All he had left was a pair of small scars on each shoulder blade. 

And memories that she could never fully forget. 

Cyanus stood up and shrugged, “I’m here if you have a problem. Though it might be 
easier if you could write. Can you? We could teach you. There’s a school attached for 
gladiators.” 

She looked at him and nodded. 

He smiled excitedly, “Could you tell me your name, then? Write it in the sand?” 

She ran her fingers through the rough sand, forming the broad strokes of her name 
slowly, and the guard stepped over and looked down. He frowned, “Ah, I should have 
known. Narcissian. I don’t really know it that well... Cris... Potato?” 

She glared at him angrily. 
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The guard flicked her nose playfully, “Well, I might just call you Chris, then. I’ll also 
let your lady know the name. She certainly seems interested in you. She bet on all your 
fights that you would win. Usually she’s obsessed with Brassia.” 

She shrugged, and went back to looking at nothing, feeling nothing. She was an empty 
shell, simply following orders. That was the life that she had. It wasn’t a true life, it was 
an afterlife. She had died when she had been captured, and this was her path of purgatory, 
as she reached for the heavens. 


“Chris?” Syringa asked dubiously, “That doesn’t sound very much like a girl’s name. I 
wonder if that’s her warrior’s name or something.” 

The guard quickly wrote three symbols in the air, “Apologies, my lady. I don’t read 
Narcissian very well. The gladiator showed me these shapes. I didn’t quite understand it.” 

“Cristata.” She said slowly, “Now that is a beautiful name.” 

“I am jealous, my king.” Dianthus interjected, “You have already acquired something 
from my own slave that I have sought since I took ownership of her. All she will do for 
me is fight. Even sex, she simply allows me to act. She doesn’t involve herself or open up. 
She’s a mystery.” 

Her father spoke up quickly, “I am sure there is no offence meant by this. Perhaps the 
slave merely needed the hand of a fellow woman to guide her. She does come from a nation 
where women do the jobs of men.” 

“No offence taken.” Dianthus replied, “I entered her as a gladiator because I could find 
no other use for her. If your daughter is taken with the creature, I would be willing to 
part with it. Perhaps as a gift for her upcoming birthday.” 

Syringa tried very hard to clap with excitement as she turned towards her father. From 
the angry look he gave her, he didn’t approve. It might put them in debt to the lord, 
because of this favour, and giving such a favour just to satisfy a whim was unacceptable. 

“I’m afraid partly owning Brassia is already much work for me that is not appropriate 
for either a lady, or one of my station.” She tried to smooth things over with the obvious 
approach. 

“Not so hasty, daughter.” Her father interrupted, “This is a highly effective gladiator. 
Are you sure you would like to give it to her, Lord Dianthus? The value is quite consider¬ 
able, just judging by how much my daughter has earned betting on your property.” 

The Lord shrugged, “I have little need for the pittance that I earn in the arena, my 
king. An interesting project for some, certainly, but not for the one who commands your 
armies. Plus, the damn thing disrespects me. It is flawed, though your daughter seems to 
find those flaws endearing.” 

Syringa didn’t interrupt. The politics of what was happening at this moment were 
beyond her, she didn’t have the authority to accept or reject the gift. That was in her 
father’s hands, and everyone present was aware of it. 

“Flawed, but endearing.” Her father mused, “Yes. That is a gift that my daughter 
would appreciate. It doesn’t matter how often or long I attempt to guide her, she always 
finds joy in the broken things. Like a bird that should die, she instead nurses back to 
health.” 
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Dianthus chuckled softly, “A mystery is found in children, to be certain. You are blessed 
to know it, my king.” 

“Ah, my poor Lord Dianthus.” Her father said sympathetically, “The tragedy of your 
family is one that weighs heavily upon the entire kingdom. We have made Asphodel pay 
dearly for it.” 

“I do not ask for your pity, my king, I do not deserve it.” Lord Dianthus replied, and 
shrugged, “Besides, we were speaking of your daughter. The gem that the entire kingdom 
looks to in awe and wonder. If I can but make her smile, I will be glad of it.” 

“Then let us make you the guest of honour at my daughter’s celebration.” The king 
stated, “If this slave survives, then it would be a gift that shall delight her and you will 
see first-hand the smile that lights our sun afire.” 

“As you wish, my king.” The lord replied. 

Syringa made a small and worthless comment, trying to pretend that she wasn’t simul¬ 
taneously terrified by what had just been risked, and excited at the prospect of owning 
such an effective gladiator. 

“Ah, Brassia.” Dianthus smiled, looking at the arena, “He appears to once again be 
about to take the tournament in your honour, my lady.” 

“His performance has been lacking of late.” Syringa said with irritation, “Perhaps it 
is time he retires from the field to training. He has been injured, yet again. The costs of 
keeping him alive nearly exceed his own worth.” 

Dianthus laughed, “He is a Catasetum, my lady. The time in our arena may have 
somewhat softened him, but intelligence is not something that can simply be learned. A 
slow, but brutal, people.” 

“His leg drags.” The princess observed, “There will be no encore tonight. It is at times 
like this that I regret making the purchase of his soul.” 

“Perhaps it would be interesting to have Brassia train a new generation of gladiators.” 
Dianthus agreed, “He has certainly survived longer than most in his position as champion. 
However, how would you choose who should receive his most special of attentions? To 
become the new champion?” 

She smiled coyly, “The slave of a lord who most impresses me, of course.” 

Dianthus laughed loudly, and looked to the king, “Your daughter has not just a sense 
for business, but a passion! How you succeed in controlling her is a mystery worthy of the 
gods.” 

“I do not control her, my dear Lord Dianthus.” The king replied simply, “How could 
one attempt to exert control of one that is worthy of the gods?” 

That was a statement that ran afoul of social norms. Yet, Syringa also knew that it 
was fairly true. Her father gave her freedom at almost every turn, allowing her choice that 
wasn’t usually granted to one of her gender. 

Her part-ownership of Brassia might have been positioned to the public as simply 
easier access to sex with the arena’s undefeated champion, however she had used it as an 
opportunity to prove to her father that she could handle a business asset. 

It hadn’t even been her idea. It had been his. The king might have a son, her half- 
brother, but he was almost without any redeeming features. Syringa understood that she 
was being forged into a power that could sit behind his throne, to protect and care for the 
people in a way that fool never could. 

“Where is Oleeae today?” Syringa asked off-hand, “He promised he was going to come 
and see my champion I was so proud of. I am grateful he didn’t see this pathetic display, 
but disappointed he did not keep his word.” 


1 



Cristata &; Syringa 


10 


“My son did attend, today.” Her father growled, “He was... Delayed... In the harem 
quarters reserved for the victors of this battle.” 

Syringa’s hands tightened, “He fails to keep his word, and instead despoils that which 
was reserved for my property. I wish to punish him.” 

“You will stay your hand.” Her father barked, “Oleeae may be a blind fool, but he is 
the crown prince. You, are not. No man, or woman, may punish him. That is the law.” 

Syringa turned and bowed her head, “Of course, my father. I would not dream of 
becoming a disappointment to you. That would break my heart.” 

Dianthus stood up, “I must take my leave, my king, my princess. My own slaves did 
not fare as well, and I must review the repairs to be made. Thank you for such a joyous 
opportunity as you have presented me. If the Narcissian is intact, I will send it to you, so 
that you can make an appropriate examination of this gift I have promised you.” 

The king waved permission for him to go, and breathed a sigh of relief as the man left. 
He glared at her, “I hope you understand the responsibility that has been given to you. 
To make this slave useful not to you, but to the entire family. Make the cost worth it.” 

“Whilst I find the man despicable, father, Lord Dianthus is a shrewd businessman.” 
Syringa said slowly, “It might cause me to fear a knife in my back, but the entire kingdom 
shall profit from this opportunity to bring the two us together. I assure you that it is a 
foregone conclusion.” 

“Make it so.” Her father ordered, and then nodded, “What about Brassia? Do you 
need to also inspect him?” 

“I leave it to Lord Calyx.” She said with disappointment, “Brassia has failed me. He 
came but a moment from death in this final match. He would not be able to enjoy the 
harem, even if Oleeae had not tainted it.” 

Her father shifted, preparing to stand, causing everyone else to snap to attention. He 
leaned on his knees, “So you meant it, when you suggested retiring Brassia from this arena. 
Do you believe he will obey his orders, or will the slave revolt?” 

“He will obey, with the correct incentive.” Syringa said carefully, “He is a couple hun¬ 
dred matches away from his freedom. I would offer it in exchange for a year of servitude, 
not serving as a trainer of gladiators, but of Lord Dianthus’ soldiers.” 

Her father stood up, walking over and putting his hands on her shoulders, “I am proud 
of you, my daughter. I approve of this. Make it so, and attempt to avoid the death you 
are courting.” 


“Soldier!” Brassia growled, walking with a limp as he stalked to where she was chained, 
“There’s been a request for you. Do you know what that means?” 

It meant that he was pissed at her for some reason and was going to attack. Her choice 
was a difficult one, without any clear sense of one being the better. Brassia had obviously 
decided that she was a threat to his authority, and any self-defence would be met with 
violence not just by him but by the guards. 

She looked up at him blankly as he grabbed her jaw, “Answer me!” 

“She’s a mute, Brassia.” Cyanus said from where he was leaning against a wall casually, 
“And she’s owned by Dianthus. You don’t want to break her.” 
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“Shut up.” Brassia snapped, “I was embarrassed out there. She hasn’t asked for me. 
She asked for this little runt!” 

Cyanus stopped leaning, dropping the stave in his hand into position to swing it, “What 
was that, slave?” 

The gladiator shoved her backwards, knocking her onto her back, forcing her legs to 
be pulled into the air. She flipped herself upright with a heave of her head, and saw the 
elder gladiator staring at her in surprise, “You are shitting me. Its a girl?” 

Cyanus shrugged, “Its a Narcissian. Even their women train from birth to fight, Brassia. 
Don’t worry, the arena will wear her down. She’s not the first to get the drop on you, but 
all of those are dead.” 

Brassia grinned slowly, “And just when I didn’t think I’d get to bed a woman tonight. 
I’ll wait until you get back, but you’re mine. Is that clear enough, slave?” 

She stood up, the chains falling from her again, and she walked up to the towering 
man, looking up as he glared down at her. She reached up and patted him on the cheek 
gently, and then nodded to Cyanus. 

The guard waved a direction, and then looked back at Brassia, “Any idea what that 
means?” 

“She’s into it.” 

She, was not. So that was another thing from her homeland that was unknown in this 
strange place that demeaned her existence for being a woman. She walked along as the 
guard directed her with the point of his sword, leading her back towards the one who had 
interviewed her earlier. 

In Narcissus, being treated so casually was an insult. It was a declaration of hatred 
reflected by believing that the other person was not a threat to your well-being. However, 
in Brassia’s particular case, he was not a threat. 

His owner’s were, if she damaged their property. Reducing the man’s ego without 
causing permanent damage was going to be difficult. It might not even be possible, and 
she would be punished for it. 

A female slave, dressed in white robes, with a set of porcelain chains on her wrists as 
a symbol, greeted them. She looked her up and down and pulled a small handkerchief, 
wetting it with the corner of her mouth and began to clean her cheeks. The woman fussed, 
“You couldn’t clean her up before bringing her here, Cyanus?” 

“Brassia is making a fuss.” Cyanus shrugged, “If I didn’t bring her when I did, he was 
probably going to rape her. Try explaining that sort of mess to your lady.” 

“Gross.” The slave replied, “You may go. I will escort the slave.” 

Cynaus bowed, “As you wish.” 

That was a strange interaction. The guard was a free man, he was owned by no one, 
and yet he bowed and allowed this slave to treat him if he was somehow less. Maybe the 
slave of a royal had a position above the ordinary person. 

It was just another thing that she had to learn. There were no slaves in Narcissus. 
There was slavery. Prisoners of war, and convicted criminals, often served their time in 
slavery, but it was simply a matter of time. 

Once you had served your time, you weren’t just free. You were free to return to the 
life that you had left before. A lord could become a slave for a year, and then return to 
ruling, and no one would bat an eye. 

The strange slave finished cleaning her face and put her hands on her hips, “You look 
a sight. Here are some ground rules. The lady is delicate. She may ask you to be more 
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rough with her, but if you value existing, you won’t be. She may ask you to be louder, you 
won’t embarrass herself by doing so. Understood, slave?” 

Cristata nodded her head curtly. 

The woman lead her back, and she saw that the slave and her mistress were the only 
ones left at this viewing platform. The others had presumably left because all the matches 
were over. 

The woman sat up on her couch, “Come closer.” 

Cristata walked over to her, and stood at attention. Her feet spaced and her arms 
behind her back, looking out straight ahead and over the woman’s head. This seemed to 
amuse her. 

“Such ferocity.” The woman said and stood up slowly, “Tell me slave, has anyone 
bothered to inform you who I am?” 

She gave a small shake of her head, whilst keeping her gaze fixed on the horizon. The 
woman giggled, placing her mouth behind a hand, “Well, we can’t have that. I am Princess 
Syringa, of Linnaeus. Do you know of me?” 

She gave a small nod. 

She had heard tales of Princess Syringa since she had first taken part in battle. A young 
girl, supposedly blessed by the gods in everything she did. More beautiful than any other 
woman alive, and more vindictive than the angriest viper. 

“They tell me your name is Cristata. Is that correct?” 

She nodded. 

The princess grabbed her jaw, forcing her to look the woman in the eye, “Don’t look 
away from me, slave. Others would appreciate your deference. I, do not. I want to speak 
with the one who was confident in her own abilities.” 

Cristata smiled at her, and gave her approval. 

The princess giggled, and clapped her hands. Then she bit her lip nervously, and waved 
a hand at her slave, “Leave us.” 

“My lady -” 

“Leave!” Syringa snapped, her eyes blazing into a rage. The slave curtsied and left, and 
the princess sat down onto her couch again, “Take your armour off. I’m afraid that I am 
going to ask something of you.” 

Cristata removed the wrappings from her hands, revealing the blood-caked hands, 
before beginning to unstrap the other various bits of material. The princess leaned back, 
as if appreciating the view, “Your owner has promised to give you to me, if you survive 
until a certain celebration. So I am going to issue you an order. I want you to survive, so 
that I can have you all to myself.” 

The soldier struggled not to react, and the princess giggled, “So you do have emotions. 
How do I discover what they are... Do you dislike the idea of being owned by me?” 

Cristata shook her head as the last piece of metal hit the ground. The princess walked 
up to her, placing a hand gently on her stomach, “Even unarmed, and unprotected, you 
look ever the soldier. Not like a gladiator. They appear like killers, but there is something 
missing from you. You do not have that hatred of the world. Do you dislike your owner? 
Feel free to tell me. I have no interest in passing it on.” 

Cristata shook her head again. 

The princess looked frustrated, “Oh, how I wish I could make you speak. I can read 
some Narcissian. Would you be willing to show me the word for what you felt? Please?” 
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She sighed, and then took the princess’ hand and drew the shape of surprise on it 
with a finger. The woman went bright red, and smiled nervously, “Surprised. Were you 
surprised that I might wish to own you?” 

Cristata smiled and gave a nod. 

The princess shook her head, and placed her arms around her neck, “How could you be 
surprised? Even my father gave me warning. He knew that I had a crush on you, from the 
moment I saw you in battle. You are beautiful, even if not entirely what I had expected.” 

Cristata felt her own cheeks reddening, and the princess laughed, “Embarrassed? Tell 
me, if women in Narcissus can choose their lives, do any choose to share it with another?” 

Cristata frowned, and made an uncomfortable face. Syringa blinked, “Sometimes? But 
it isn’t allowed?” 

She nodded firmly. 

The princess shook her head, “Amazing. You will find none of that prejudice here. 
Partly because a slave doesn’t come into consideration with these things. They are a toy 
to be used as seen fit. However, a woman may spend time with another. My father knows 
many of my dalliances. I believe he would say that I like... Variety.” 

Cristata struggled to think how to explain. She took the princesses hand and raised it 
slowly, and tapped one of the gem encrusted rings. Syringa’s eyes widened, “Can a woman 
marry?” 

She nodded, looking at the princess with attention. The woman grinned, “I think that’s 
the first time you’ve asked me a question. No, they can’t. They can join the temple, and 
live in harmony with another, but it isn’t called marriage. Nor can I ever think to live 
only with a woman, as princess. It is my duty to marry a prince. Politics.” 

Cristata touched the princess’ cheek sympathetically, and the woman laughed, “Oh 
don’t feel so sorry for me. I can bed anything I like until that day, and I intend to. I have 
freedoms that even those without chains are jealous.” 

She nodded carefully, and then reached for the top string of her shirt. The princess 
caught her hand, “Whilst that is something I am interested in from you, I enjoy temptation 
more. We have time. Do not be so eager.” 

Cristata nodded. 

Syringa patted the couch, “Sit beside me.” 

She sat down, surprised as she felt herself sink into the object. It was a level of comfort 
she hadn’t experienced before. No wonder the royals were so willing to lounge around. 
This was a softness that could take the edge off any soldier. 

Syringa smiled at her, “Have you ever kissed someone you love, Cristata?” 

She nodded, slowly, trying to block out the memories as she did. The princess no¬ 
ticed, looking at her with concern, “Someone you lost. Are they waiting for you in your 
homeland?” 

Cristata shook her head, and made a signal like she was slitting her throat. The princess 
glared, “That was an ugly movement. Just because they are dead doesn’t... Oh. Oh, you 
meant they were executed.” 

She nodded, and the princess sighed, “For failure?” 

She shook her head, and waved to the arena. The princess’ intuition seemed to be as 
great as any of the generals that she had served under. The woman winced, “They were 
captured. You loved someone who was also a soldier. I shouldn’t be surprised, you are 
Narcissian. Did you ever fight beside them?” 
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Cristata nodded, and shrugged. She frowned and tapped the top of her head, and the 
princess giggled, “Oh my. You were courting a superior officer?” 

She went red and shrugged sheepishly, and the princess laughed even harder, “Isn’t 
that... Awkward? What if he gave you orders you disagreed with?” 

Cristata shrugged. Orders were orders. Then she tapped her chest, and the princess 
shook her head, “I don’t understand.” 

She tapped the top of her head again, and then her chest. “You loved them, and that 
was enough for you?” 

Cristata made a frustrated face and cupped her own chest. The princess looked embar¬ 
rassed, and coughed, “Uh... The officer was a woman?” 

She nodded firmly. 

The princess smiled at her, “Sorry. Old habits. Women aren’t permitted in our army. 
I had never even thought of going into battle myself. It didn’t make sense to me. Yet, you 
are better than any man I have ever seen.” 

Cristata shrugged. She wasn’t the best soldier in her army. That had been her. The 
woman she had boldly followed into the Battle of Thunbergia. The woman she had watched 
have her head cut off, as she lay defeated and kneeling. 

A single tear slipped down her cheek, as she struggled to pretend that she felt nothing 
at all. 

The princess frowned, “Two years, and yet you still feel their loss. I suppose it was 
love. Well, now I feel guilty for bringing it up. It would not feel right to bed you now.” 

Cristata placed a finger under the princess’ chin and lifted it, and then kissed her gently. 
It was brief, and she felt nothing as she did it. Yet, she knew she had the skill to distract 
the noble. To make them want her again. 

Being sold from Dianthus to this woman might come with its own awkwardness, but 
it brought her closer to a sense of freedom. The man was violent, where this princess 
hesitated. 

He enjoyed making her suffer. 

“I could have you killed for that.” The princess said breathlessly, and then smiled at 
her, “But I think that would be a considerable waste. Especially as you have made me 
quite determined to own you.” 

Syringa leaned over and pulled a cord, dropping the veils around the small platform, 
and she leaned back, “Undress me.” 


“My lady?” 

Syringa waved to her slave tiredly from where she was lying on the cough, wearing only 
the bloodied shirt of Cristata, and biting her thumb as she thought about the strange 
woman from Narcissus. 

“Your father has requested your presence, tonight.” The slave curtsied, “If we are to 
make it in time, we must get you presentable and home.” 

Syringa looked at her, having not heard a single word, “Hmmm?” 

“Your father has asked for you.” 
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Syringa made a face, “A state dinner. I don’t want to. Not tonight. Can’t I just enjoy 
the moment for once? I... I have found something unique, Laminae. This woman is... 
Imperfect. She doesn’t strive for perfection. Being a slave, and a gladiator, hasn’t broken 
her will or taken her memory of who she once was. Indomitable.” 

The slave politely said nothing, and Syringa shivered, “She kissed me. Without being 
commanded. She has a will of her own. And I know that is supposed to be a bad thing 
but... I love it.” 

The princess looked over as she caught the brief look of anger, “Oh, don’t do that. I 
wanted her to. I hesitated, concerned that she was still grieving. And... Well, that was fun. 
I want her all to myself.” 

The slave curtsied, “Such a gift has been promised to you, my lady.” 

Syringa pouted, “Not soon enough. My birthday celebration is three weeks away. I’m 
burning again, already, just at the thought... Oh, father is right. This one will drive me to 
distraction.” 

“May we begin to dress you, my lady?” The slave offered. 

Syringa wrapped the shirt around her, “I’m not taking this off. It smells like she does.” 

“Your father would be most furious if you attend a dinner in this fashion, my lady.” 
The slave cautioned, “And the guest, a certain Prince Taenio, may well mistake your 
intentions.” 

Syringa pouted, “Fine. But I’m keeping it. And if you or anyone else washes it, I’ll feed 
you to my hounds.” 

She took the shirt off, and then pressed her face into it for a moment, taking a deep 
whiff. She sighed, her legs shaking, “Like violets.” 

She held out the shirt, and the slave took it, before she began to sponge her down and 
remove some evidence of the scent of what she had just been doing. Enough that she could 
walk passed the commoners without them erupting into gossip. 

“I wish to say something I should not.” 

Syringa shrugged, “Speak your mind, Laminae. You are still my favourite.” 

“I believe Lord Dianthus is going to attempt to have the Narcissian die in battle.” 

Syringa laughed, “Of course he is. That’s the whole reason he bought her in the first 
place. He’s a racist pig who wishes father would let him wipe out the Narcissians altogether. 
He bought her as an excuse to make some money whilst he killed her.” 

Laminae nodded politely, and bent over to pick her dress off the ground, and frowned 
as she began dusting the sand off. Syringa let the breeze waft over her hot and tired body, 
as she watched, “You’re worried about me, Laminae. Worried about the impact this slave 
might have on me. I won’t break any rules, and I am cautious. You can look forward 
serving me for many years yet.” 

“It is not my place to worry.” 

Syringa smiled at her, “No, but it is your nature. One that I am generally appreciative 
of. However, asking Cristata not to break me was a step too far. Not that I wasn’t able to 
get her to ignore you.” 

Laminae blushed, “My lady, I am not family. You mustn’t tell me details such as this.” 

“Forget that.” Syringa rolled her eyes, “You are my family, Laminae. You made that 
choice a long time ago. Besides, I don’t wish to tell my mother that a slave managed to 
actually block out my ability to see with ecstasy. I have never felt a high like that before. 
She has the touch of the gods.” 
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The slave began to help her into the garment, “I take it that you will wish to keep 
appraised of her schedule, then. I will make the arrangements.” 

Syringa shook her head, “I... Don’t. Usually, you would be correct. However, I don’t 
know how my heart would cope if I thought I might lose her. All gladiators are injured 
in battle, one way or the other. Her skill today does not reflect her ability to fight once 
hamstrung by Brassia’s jealousy.” 

Laminae glanced over, “Your heart, mistress?” 

“My heart.” Syringa said, as a smile spread over her face, “Oh, I know it is stupid. 
Trust me, I know. She doesn’t see me that way. I think only as a way to escape from her 
owner, at a guess.” 

“You are insightful, and precise.” Laminae reassured her, “If you say it is so, then it is 
so.” 

Syringa pouted, “Which means that she doesn’t care for me. Despite making me take 
leave of my senses. This is an impossible dream, but oh... I desperately want to dream it. 
My heart aches. It hurts, already, from this short a separation.” 

The woman finished tying up the bonds along the side of the silk dress, “Then perhaps 
you should attend. Though it may hurt your heart, my lady, it will give you opportunity 
to teach this slave that your perspective is the correct one.” 

Syringa laughed, “Did you just suggest I attempt to seduce a slave, Laminae?” 

“Apologies, my lady.” 

She hugged the slave, and grinned at her, “I love the idea. Though, it would give too 
many people leverage over me. No, I must be patient... Perhaps you could attend in my 
place. Tell me of her exploits, and failures.” 

Laminae smiled at her, “It would be an honour, my lady.” 

“Threaten her again and I will never be kind to you.” Syringa snapped, “Your mothering 
has its limits. You are to speak to her, as you would to me.” 

Laminae nodded politely, “As you wish, my lady.” 

Syringa stood up, wobbling on her feet for a moment, “And now... Now I must go 
entertain a bastard of a prince who is a desirable as the smell of burning horse excrement. 
Come, Laminae.” 


“Food.” The new guard said, dropping the bowl in front of her, causing it to spill in 
every direction, “Enjoy.” 

She looked at him blankly, and he ground his teeth, “I lost a lot of money today, 
because of you. Nobody is supposed to beat Brassia. That’s the rules. You got it, you 
little shit?” 

She shrugged, and went back to staring at her cuffs. The guard stepped on her ankle, 
threatening to break it, “Slave. I was speaking to you.” 

“Back off.” Brassia said tiredly from nearby, “You don’t actually want her to get pissed 
off and fight you.” 

The guard glared over at him, without moving his foot, “And what was with that 
display today, Brassia? Are you over the hill, now?” 
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“Apparently.” The gladiator replied, “I’m being retired. That was my last match before 
I train the next champion. Which, if I had to choose, would be the Narcissian.” 

The guard moved his foot, “This little shit? What skill do you think they have?” 

“More than me.” Brassia nodded tiredly, setting onto his sack, “Far more than me.” 

The guard stared at her, and shook his head. A moment later a stave hit the side of her 
head, causing her ears to ring and the pain to shake her world. The guard spoke, ignoring 
the fact that she wouldn’t be able to hear, and walked away. 

She unclipped the cuffs from her wrists and picked up the bowl of slop, leaning back 
and producing a small spoon from somewhere to eat it from. She heard the gladiator laugh 
and looked up. 

Brassia was leaning on an elbow, “So those chains, they don’t actually mean anything 
to you, do they? You can slip them off no matter how often you get searched for picks.” 

Cristata smiled at him and shrugged as she ate. He frowned, “If you can escape, why 
don’t you? Nobody wants to be a slave.” 

She shook his head. 

“She’s Narcissian.” One of the other gladiators said, nursing a broken arm, “Once 
defeated, they are always defeated. Their honour demands it. She will always follow her 
orders.” 

Brassia frowned, “If you were ordered to cut off your own hand, would you?” 

Cristata nodded without hesitation. 

The gladiator shook his head, “That kind of thinking is just going to get you killed. If 
you’re going to be a gladiator, and not just a fighter, then sometimes you have to disobey 
orders. I can see why you were a prisoner of war. Just following orders, right?” 

She shook her head. It wasn’t just about following orders back then. She had been 
following the woman who she truly believed could lead them to victory, no matter what 
the odds were. 

She had been wrong. 

There are some fights that cannot be won. Not by strength or guile, not by tactics or 
heart. Sometimes the enemy is simply... Better than you are. Better than you could ever 
be. 

She waved her spoon in the air, drawing a symbol, and Brassia looked around, “Anyone 
read Narcissus?” 

The man with the broken leg looked up, “Show me again. I’ve got a little. Had a dove 
from the stands who was Narcissian.” 

She made the symbol again. The man frowned, “Well, that’s either her telling us to 
shut up because she’s hungry, or her commanding officer was her... Wife. Not husband, 
wrong sign for that.” 

Brassia raised an eyebrow, “Wife?” 

Cristata went red and shrugged sheepishly, and regretted it as every gladiator in the 
pen was suddenly silent and staring at her in absolute fascination. She sipped at the 
horrible food, and ignored them. 

The gladiator frowned, “Was she... Womanly? When she wasn’t being your comman¬ 
der?” 

Cristata stared at him in confusion. The way he used that word would not translate 
back home. The gladiator chuckled softly, “I mean, did she make you meals? Brush your 
hair?” 
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She waved her head back and forth. It was a yes and no sort of situation. Sometimes 
she had been treated. And both of them had enjoyed brushing the other’s hair. Which was 
something she was looking forward to experiencing with the princess. 

If the princess paid her attention beyond the day. 

Brassia glared, “So why, if you have this amazing woman, do you have to go and take 
mine?” 

Her eyebrow popped up as she sipped at her bowl. 

The gladiator slammed a fist onto the ground, “The princess! She’s one of my owners, 
and has never failed to come see me after a match. Not in four years. Then you come 
along, and I’m retired and she doesn’t care. Whilst she sees you, twice.” 

Cristata flipped the bowl between her fingers, and shrugged. She couldn’t tell him that 
it was past time he retired. That he was slow, clumsy, and was about to get himself killed. 

She placed the bowl on the ground, and re-clasped the chains around her wrists, settling 
into the painful position her owner had chosen for her. The rest of the gladiators seemed 
bored by this turn of events and went back to their own meals. 

The food range was wide and varied. Every gladiator seemed to have taken from a 
differing selection. There were a few, like her, with cheap gruel. However, the more expe¬ 
rienced fighters seemed to have more and more expensive food, all the way up to Brassia 
who had a half eaten roast. 

She was unlikely to receive food as a reward from her current owner, who, if she 
understood the politics correctly, would now attempt to kill her, simply to deprive the 
princess of something that she wanted. 

She let the burning feel in her shoulders remind her that she was alive. Whilst she may 
be a slave, and may be beaten and tortured by a man obsessed with killing her without 
directly ordering he to end her own life, she was still Narcissian. 

Pain was an old friend, who she embraced. It was not hardship that her owner presented 
her with every time he attempted to break her spirit. It was the familiarity of home that 
he handed to her. 

She welcomed it, and settled in to sleep. 


The king bowed, and then extended his hand, “Crown Prince Oleeae, my son. And my 
daughter, the Princess Syringa.” 

She curtsied briefly, despite the overflowing gown she was wearing. Her half-brother 
picked his nose and then ate it. Syringa buried the scream of frustration deep down inside 
herself. The asshole just couldn’t be bothered to pay attention to anything, protected by 
the law. 

The man they were meeting bowed, far lower than politeness required, directly to her. 
She put a hand to her mouth, smiling behind it as if she were honoured by his attentions. 
Unfortunately, she was disgusted. 

He wasn’t in fact, unattractive. Not on the face of it, as his face was objectively quite 
handsome. Symmetrical, and unwrinkled by concerns, unmarred by time, light or battle. 

However, the soul within that man was the darkness that only humanity’s worst had 
to offer. He had never worked a day in his life, or entered into battle at all. Yet she knew 
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of at least seven who had died by his hands. Servants, not even slaves. People who he 
enjoyed choking the life out of, after he had harmed their honour. 

All of whom shared physical features with herself. 

Prince Taenio straightened and smiled at them broadly, “I welcome the opportunity 
to join you for a meal on this fine evening, your highnesses. Even if it has been presented 
because of such unfortunate circumstances.” 

Her father frowned, “Ah, Syringa has yet to hear this. Perhaps you could take her 
through into the drawing room and explain what has occurred. We will join you shortly.” 

He wanted to stay behind and discipline Oleeae. Unfortunately, he was entrusting her 
into the care of a man who enjoyed raping and killing women that looked exactly like her. 

She guided the prince into the sitting room, knowing that none of the servants to hand 
would be allowed to interfere if he decided to act out. She waved to one of them, and he 
poured tea for the both of them. 

Syringa sat down on one of the lounges, taking her tea, and smiled at him, “What 
terrible misfortune has brought you to our doorstep, then, your highness?” 

“Asphodel was attacked.” The prince said, sitting on a different couch and surprising 
her. He wasn’t leering and looking for excuses to touch her. A true tragedy must have 
shaken him to his core. 

Syringa frowned, “I assume you are not a prisoner of Linnaeus. Who was it who attacked 
your homeland?” 

“Narcissus.” The prince growled, and he clenched his fists, shaking, “I am the only 
survivor of my family. They were butchered. My father’s head was sent to Linnaeus, as a 
threat against harbouring me.” 

Syringa breathed in sharply, “Narcissus. Did not Asphodel soundly beat them less than 
two years ago? How did they summon a force to invade your capital so rapidly? I haven’t 
heard of any loans shifting between nations to reinforce them.” 

“It was a trap.” He said with irritation, “What would a woman know of national 
loans? Narcissus was not defeated. They infected us. We took their soldiers and made 
them into slaves, selling and reselling them across the nation, spreading them wide with 
their ridiculous vows of silence.” 

He shivered, “Except the vows were not ridiculous. They were a threat, standing in the 
open where none of us recognised it. I... You won’t believe me when I tell you what they 
were hiding. But I saw my father torn to pieces by the voice of one of those Narcissians. 
Just... A scream of rage and he was ripped apart.” 

Syringa stared at him in horror, “They were hiding... Magic? A gift of the gods? I... 
Don’t understand this.” 

“I didn’t think magic was real!” He yelled at her, “But they killed my family with their 
voices.” 

Syringa glared at him, “I understand that this must be upsetting. It is not, however, 
an excuse to treat me in that manner.” 

The prince leaned into the couch, slumping, “No, you’re right. I am a brutish pig. I 
apologise, your highness. I am simply... Without a position in this world.” 

The door opened again, and her father strode in, “Ah, there is a look of confusion. I 
assume he spoke of the shouting to you then, daughter?” 

She nodded carefully. 

The king sat down beside her, putting an arm around her shoulders, “It isn’t something 
often spoken of, but many generations ago, near the end of the Twilight Era, a historian 
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of Linnaeus penned a line suggesting that the red tribe of the eastern desert were cursed 
with a voice that would kill any that they would speak to, and if the curse manifested 
they were required to take an oath of silence. Few believed it.” 

Syringa frowned, “Father. Are you telling me that the brutes of Narcissus have true 
magic?” 

“In a way.” He replied, “Not all of them, in fact, very few. As I understand it, a single 
bloodline can manifest the ability. However, Narcissus knows this also, and positioned such 
forces close to the royal family by allowing their capture.” 

She swallowed nervously, “Are you planning to have Narcissian slaves to be put down, 
father?” 

“That might be an overblown precaution.” The king replied, “I have no intention what¬ 
soever of going to war with Narcissus. We are still recovering from last year’s Asphodellian 
invasion. There will be a parlay.” 

The prince looked at him, “Are you kidding? They could just be sending assassins after 
you. Even if you permit no weapons, they don’t need one!” 

“Watch your tone, boy!” The king roared, “This is my kingdom. You exist here by my 
grace, and my patience. Do not test me. Leave us.” 

The prince blinked in confusion, and the king signalled to a servant, “Escort him to 
the dining room. Before I decide to skewer him.” 

Her father waited until he was gone, and sighed, “Worried about your new pet, daugh¬ 
ter?” 

“I thought it would only be prudent to have them executed.” She replied, “Whilst, yes, 
there is some selfish desire, I would stand by your decision without hesitation, of course.” 

“No, you would pout and lounge around.” He replied, “Yet you have no reason to fear. 
We are not holding the prince hear for his protection. We are holding that man for a 
representative of Narcissus to collect him. I was already well aware that Narcissus were 
planning a counter-offensive against Asphodel.” 

The princess frowned, “If that is so, would you not release Narcissian ex-prisoners of 
war?” 

“Not at all. Narcissus takes defeat seriously. None who have been defeated may return 
to their homeland. Silence is only a part of the vow, obedience without question is another. 
You may yet play with your slave, as long as you are willing to deal with Dianthus.” 

Oleeae looked up at her, “What is this about a new toy? I thought you were totally 
down on Brassia. I wouldn’t have gone to the effort of ruining his prize if you’d moved on 
from him.” 

“Thank you. He needed to be punished considering his terrible performance.” Syringa 
replied, “I am considering retiring him, and Lord Calyx has agreed. Details are yet to be 
worked out.” 

Oleeae made a face, “Fine. Shall we go to dinner?” 

“Not yet.” Their father interrupted, “You do not want to enter the dining hall just 
yet. Prince Taenio is being restrained. Something I wished for you both to understand. 
That Linnaeus experiences her own consequences. We are beholden to other nations as 
well. Some fights are worth it, most, are not. People may come begging to your doorstep. 
It does not mean you should help them.” 

The crown prince shrugged, “So what. Big deal. Of course you don’t help someone just 
because -” 
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“Shut up before I kill you.” Her father said with frustration, “You comprehend the 
lesson, at least, don’t you, Syringa?” 

“I understand, father.” She said softly. 

He stood up, “Good. Now we can go to dinner.” 


“What?” The would-be assassin asked in confusion as his blade crashed into sand, and 
chains fell to the ground. He looked around, as she fell from above, her knees grabbing the 
side of his head as she moved to the side. 

The man fell to the ground with a ragged outward gasp as his neck broke. She rolled 
as she landed, picking up the dropped knife and looking at the other two that had been 
sent to ensure her death. 

There were rules to her obedience, and her vow. She would not allow her life to be 
taken, especially not as she could only guess that they had been sent by the man who 
owned her. There was no clear order to allow herself to be killed. 

The first rushed her, as the second came from the side. The knife in her hand breezed 
around the armour of the first, but his momentum took it from her hand. She sidestepped 
the second, before grabbing their head in her hands and squeezing. 

The man screamed in pain, before stabbing downwards. She danced backwards, glaring 
as she felt air hiss between her teeth from the pain. He turned to her, spinning his dagger, 
but didn’t attack immediately. 

This was the moment where this fight would be decided. She was injured, she would 
not be able to follow up whatever she did next. However, the man had seen her kill two 
without hesitation, and he wasn’t eager to be the third. 

The one she had stabbed was technically still alive, but not for long. She could hear 
him already struggling to breathe, and his impact against the wall of the pen had knocked 
him senseless. He could still be a threat, though not for long. 

Time was not on her side. 

One step was all she took, it was all she had. The moment her other foot came down, 
the pain would cause the leg to crumple and she would fall. In that moment she could die. 

Her knife hand came up, being blocked by her attacker, as his other hand drove into 
her chest like a battering ram. Her head cracked against the rough stone of the wall, her 
teeth clicking together. 

His knife grazed her ribs as she grabbed his arm and slammed into the wall, making 
him drop the blade. She twisted the arm in one hand as her other grabbed his head and 
slammed it into the wall. 

The man tumbled to the ground. 

Cristata leaned against the wall, breathing hard. She touched the back of her head 
gingerly, feeling the size of the injury. It was bleeding, but shallow. She hadn’t hit her 
skull. 

“Impressive.” 

She ignored the gladiator sitting in the shadows, dropping her pants to the floor and 
revealing the deep slit in her thigh. The flesh was already beginning to pull away, and the 
chance of infection was high. 
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She yanked a hair out of her head, a curved bone needle appearing in her other hand 
as she threaded it with shaking fingers. Adrenaline was both her friend and her enemy at 
this moment. It was keeping her going, but it was also making small movements harder. 

Brassia emerged from his shadows, entering hers, and held out his hand, “You don’t 
want to do that yourself. Let me.” 

She glared at him silently, and then her teeth clamped down as the needle pierced her 
leg. The gladiator stared at her in shock, as she looked down, slowly stitching herself back 
together. 

He shook his head, and went and picked something up from beside his bed. He held 
out a small metal bowl, “The water is clean, or cleaner than anything else you’ll find.” 

Cristata glared at him again, and he sighed, “Yes, on the floor of the arena, I am your 
enemy. Here, in the pen, I may make your life difficult. However, we are all family. We are 
all slaves. An attack on one, is an attack on all.” 

She breathed out slowly, and braced herself against the wall, and then nodded to him. 

The gladiator carefully poured the water into the injury, as she hissed in pain, grabbing 
onto the wall just so that she could do something as the burning lightning flailed through 
her. 

Brassia put a hand on her shoulder, steadying her, and took the needle from her hand. 
She gratefully let him stitch her, as she watched to make sure he wasn’t about to try and 
hurt her. 

His stitches were neat and small, tightly binding her together. He was fast as well, 
moving with a practised hand. She could see the angle on some of his own scars, suggesting 
he had done what she had been trying to do. 

The gladiator stood up, handing her back the needle after tying off her hair, and then 
picked up the dying assassin, and broke his neck. Brassia dropped the man with a smile, 
and then headed back towards his part of the pen. 

She tossed the three bodies into a pile by the entrance, limping as she moved, and then 
she flicked the sleeping guard on the back of the head, and went and sat down by her 
chains. 

She didn’t bind herself again. She needed to give her leg a chance to heal, if she was 
going to survive her fights in the arena. Which meant that her owner may have succeeded 
in his attempt, if this was him and not someone jealous of her success or royal attention. 

Simply injuring her might be enough to bring her down in the arena, and in doing so it 
would appear less obvious that her death had been planned out. Less of a waste of good 
product. 

Cristata’s eyes closed, and she steadied her breathing. She took all the anxiety and 
stress from her battle, and her future, and she burned them away. She relaxed into the 
void of the waiting darkness, stilling herself. 


“Good morning, my lady.” 

Syringa moaned, rolling over in the bed and dragging a cushion over her head. She 
didn’t want to wake up, or even move. She was stiff and sore. She buried her face into the 
bed with a grin as she remembered why she was feeling that way. 
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She flinched as she heard the curtains open and felt the light cascade into the room, 
“Be gentle with me, Laminae!” 

“You requested this, my lady.” The slave replied, “Lord Danthius awaits your presence 
in no more than one hour. We must have you bathed, dressed, and fed, before that point.” 

She sat up slowly, her hair standing on end, and the bloodied shirt hanging off her 
loosely. She bit her thumb, trying to stop grinning like an absolute idiot, “Do you think 
he got disappointed tonight?” 

“I made the liberty of making a few discreet enquiries about the gladiator pen.” Lami¬ 
nae replied, “Your instinct was correct. Someone attacked the Narcissian last night. Three 
men, mercenaries. All killed.” 

Syringa couldn’t stop her happy giggle, “They got more than they were expecting. 
That woman is a fighter.” 

“I am afraid she was injured, my lady.” Laminae said quickly, completely ruining the 
mood and devastating her. Syringa felt like her heart had just been punctured, and like 
the light had faded out of the room. 

The princess tightened a hand on her sheets, feeling like she was about to fall over, 
“How badly?” 

“I do not know.” Laminae shook her head, “However, I was able to discover that Lord 
Dianthus asked for the number and severity of the matches to be increased. She has at 
least two wolfpack matches, today.” 

Syringa screwed up her face angrily, “Bastard offers her to me, and then still tries to 
make sure she dies. I will hurt him for this, Laminae. I will make him regret this insult.” 

The slave, wisely, raised no complaints. 

She took the shirt off slowly, taking a moment to hold its warmth, and sniff the already 
fading smell of the woman that had completely seized her attention. She’d have to find a 
way to fix that. She wouldn’t get through this separation without the comfort it provided. 

“Lord Dianthus has declared war on something I want.” Syringa said standing slowly, 
“In the coming days you may be asked to do things for me that would usually make you 
uncomfortable. Things that you may believe to be beyond your capabilities.” 

“I am with you, as always.” Laminae said with intensity, “I live only to serve you, my 
lady.” 
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She looked at the chains holding her hands above her head, and to the guard who had 
secured her in the new spread-eagle position. He shrugged, “Orders from your owner. 
Which I suspect are meant to make you tired. Make that leg of yours useless.” 

She smiled at him and and nodded. 

Cyanus sighed heavily, “So, Brassia, what do you think? Are we supposed to just watch 
another gladiator get worked to death? One that can actually fight.” 

“It’s none of our business.” Brassia replied from nearby, pulling himself up by the 
rafters before lowering himself slowly, “There is nothing someone like you or I could even 
do, Cyanus. Unless you think you can fight off assassins in your sleep.” 

Cyanus grinned, “How did you know they were coming for you? How did a chained up 
gladiator get the drop on three assassins?” 

She flipped herself upside down, the ankle bracelets falling uselessly to the ground, and 
turned herself to face the guard, sitting comfortably with the effort of holding herself in 
place. 

The guard stared, and then looked down at the ankle chains, “How the...? I don’t see 
another fragment of bone in the lock. How did you pick it this time?” 

She grinned at him, amused by the idea of asking someone who didn’t speak on the 
specifics of how they did something. Her smile was cut short by pain, and the warm feeling 
of blood running up her leg. 

She swung back down, pulling down her pants to look at the stitches. She sighed and 
pulled another hair from her head, binding it to the needle. The guard grabbed her wrist, 
“Wait. We have doctors for this.” 

She shoved him backwards, glaring, and then made him look away by stabbing it into 
her leg. She was saved from the awkwardness of an explanation by the gladiator she had 
expected to be her staunchest enemy. 

“Doctors cost, Cyanus. Who is going to fit that bill for her?” 

Cyanus shook his head, “Even he would pay to have a semi-successful slave repaired. 
He’d lose face if he didn’t. It would reflect badly on him.” 

“Not if she suddenly turned up dead, and the doctor claimed it was from an infection 
of an injury that she hid.” Brassia replied, dropping one arm and continuing his exercise. 

Cyanus sighed heavily, “Shit. I guess I get to watch another one of you die. Not because 
you’re terrible, or didn’t have the chance to learn. But because politics is more important 
than a slave.” 

She sighed and tapped him on the shoulder. The guard turned and Cristata gave him 
a hug, then turned back around and grabbed a chain and began lifting herself. She could 
feel him watching her. 

She wrapped the chain around her fist, and lifted herself around to face him, and raised 
an eyebrow. The guard shook his head, and smiled, “So you’re not completely pissy with 
everyone in the world. Hard to tell, with a face like yours. I’m the idiot who cares if slaves 
live or die. But, you try and reassure me. You care about people.” 

She put a hand over her mouth, obviously laughing silently. 

Cyanus frowned, “Okay, so that’s not it.” 

“She’s a killer, Cyanus.” Brassia laughed, “Caring about people isn’t what we do. We 
live for the kill. There are a few, very few, people that we care for. And those, we care for 
deeply. Like the princess.” 
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Cyanus’ face dropped, “So a brief hug is one of the largest shows of affection you can 
make. Well, I guess... Thank you. Also, you’re supposed to be chained up. Don’t go and 
get me in trouble.” 

Cristata rolled her eyes and continued her work out. She didn’t actually care if he was 
punished for allowing her to keep active. She would not allow herself to stagnate, not when 
she had a reason to keep fighting. 

Brassia dropped to the ground, “You seem more lively, Narcissian. Do you think you 
can impress the princess, and get her attention? She’s not watching today. All you have 
to do today is survive.” 

Cristata shook her head, and lowered herself to the ground slowly. She shrugged her 
shoulders and rolled her neck. He was right. The promise of a new owner hadn’t effected 
her at all last time. She simply hadn’t cared. 

This time, she was looking forward to it. She didn’t quite understand it, considering 
she was leading the princess on and still had exactly no desire for the kind of relationship 
that the woman wanted to pursue. 

She didn’t think that she had displaced Brassia, not in the way the man assumed. He 
seemed to be coming to terms with the idea that he was being retired. However, he was 
not coming to terms with the idea that he might no longer be the favourite of the princess. 

He probably wasn’t. 

However it wasn’t because the princess had a new toy. It was because she didn’t want 
a toy any longer. She had found something that was more interesting to her, something 
that she desired more than a moment of fun. 

Cyanus looked out of the pen into the path leading up to the arena, “First fight is 
about to get underway. Brassia, you’re off, today, right? Recovery orders. Same isn’t true 
of you, Narcissian. To be frank, if you survive today, you have serious skill.” 

Brassia tied his pillow to a post, and began to punch it, “Tell her the rundown. No 
reason to keep that secret.” 

“Three wolves in your first match.” Cyanus said carefully, “A hunt match, which doesn’t 
refer to hunting down the animals. There will be weapons on the wall of the arena, which 
you will have to reach before you get killed.” 

Brassia continued pounding away, shaking down the sand from overhead, “Arena is 
nearly empty. Not much of a crowd to please. You’ll have to kill most of your opponents. 
And you’re free to kill the animals. The floor might be set up as some kind of balancing 
puzzle.” 

Cristata grinned, thinking of home. It sounded exactly like some of the training she had 
gone through as a child. A five year old girl, leaping and scrabbling over narrow planks 
as wolves bore down on her with rabid hunger. The difference then, beyond experience, is 
that she hadn’t been handed a weapon. 

Cyanus looked at her in confusion, “You realise most gladiators hate these kind of 
matches? You’re almost guaranteed to get hurt. In your condition, I don’t see how you’re 
not going to end up losing your leg.” 

She flicked a hand up, a full-sized curved bone dagger at his throat with a glare. The 
guard froze up, and she pressed it against him sharper, sneering angrily. He held up his 
hands slowly, “I don’t think killing me will help you.” 

“She’s insulted, idiot.” Brassia walked over, his bloodied knuckles shining as he clapped 
the man on a shoulder, “You just told her you didn’t think she could kill a bunch of animals. 
That you thought she would fail. Silence is the vow of a Narcissian who has failed, just 
once. To fail again is unacceptable.” 
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Cristata nodded, and gestured at him. Cyanus sighed, “Damn it. You’re a slave. I 
should be able to insult you without being threatened with death. Fine. I’m sorry.” 

The knife disappeared, and she relaxed. She brushed his cheek with a smile, trying to 
assure him that she didn’t hate him or hold it over him. He shook his head, “So... Being 
accused of being a failure... That’s reason enough to guarantee your own death, is it?” 

She nodded casually, taking a chain and leaning into it. Brassia frowned, “If you fail 
today, fail your own standards, but survive... Will you kill yourself, Narcissian?” 

She shrugged and nodded. It was the obvious choice. If she failed that completely, failed 
to die in the pursuit of her task, then she would have forfeited any right to live whatsoever. 
The sin of suicide would be a lesser sin than surviving. 

“I thought Narcissians didn’t commit suicide.” Cyanus said in confusion, “Ideas, any¬ 
one?” 

Brassia smiled grimly at her, “They consider it a sin. But, as a gladiator, I can tell you 
that failure can make you feel beyond redemption. I cannot imagine what a Narcissian 
would feel. I think her people would demand her death.” 

She nodded firmly, and Cyanus shook his head, “You don’t have to do that. You’re up 
against impossible odds. That’s the point. There’s twenty-to-one odds being offered that 
you survive today at all.” 

Cristata ground her teeth together, glaring at him. He held up his hands, “Fine. I’m 
not supposed to let the gladiators hurt themselves, so if you’re going to be that stupid, 
make sure you kill yourself before you get back in my custody.” 

She turned and punched the stone wall hard enough to shake the floor above their 
heads. She rolled her jaw, turning back around, and Cyanus sighed heavily, “So, expecting 
you might die, is insulting to you. It makes you lose your honour. Just the expectation.” 

Cristata nodded, and cocked her head at him. She knew that the people of Linnaeus 
were lazy, and weak. She hadn’t expected their sense of honour to be so weak that someone 
thinking less of them was allowed to go without response. 

Cyanus shook his head, “I have no idea why you would be surprised by that. How 
screwed up is Narcissus?” 

Brassia stepped in his way, glaring at her. She shook her head. That one little guard 
wasn’t worth the effort, not when his death would be followed by all sorts of petty pun¬ 
ishments by the people who believed that a slave was nothing more than property. 

The gladiator glared, “I can’t let you hurt him. Is that clear? We’re a family here. The 
entire pen will be punished if you do more than threaten him. It won’t be let go.” 

She nodded, and shrugged. 

Brassia breathed a sigh of relief and stepped back, “Cyanus. Speaking out against 
Narcissus is a crime, in her homeland. The citizens can speak up. However, if a foreigner 
does, they are cut down in the street.” 

The guard frowned, “Since when did you become an expert on Narcissian law?” 

“Since the champion to replace me became one.” He replied easily, and waved at her, 
“This one is the only gladiator in this entire pen with the potential to be equal to me. She 
has a lot to learn, like pleasing the crowd. But she can learn it.” 

“Cyanus!” A voice roared from down the hallway to the arena, “Send in the Narcissian!” 

She smiled at them both, and walked over to the gate. As she did, the humour on her 
face didn’t disappear. It escalated. The light danced in her eyes at the prospect of playing 
the same game she had played as a child. 
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“Princess Syringa.” Lord Dianthus stated as he walked onto the freezing cold of the 
castle walls, wrapping a cloak around her shoulders, “I was pleased to hear you wished to 
speak to me, though surprised by how early, and that you wished to see me hear.” 

She turned from the wall, looking down at the training yard and the sweating muscular 
masses that were already beginning to play at combat. “I wished for this location, so that 
I could take viewing of your army, Dianthus.” 

The lord nodded, “Had I known that was your intent, I would have prepared them in 
ceremonial dress.” 

“Hence why I did not.” She replied stiffly, “I will be frank, my lord. I am concerned 
that you are not prepared for war, but that it is a possibility. My father has heard these 
concerns, and granted me freedom to act as I feel fit.” 

“I would not dare to question the princess of the realm, let alone the king.” Lord 
Dianthus stated, “If I need assure you that my army is skilled and capable of defending 
you, I would be happy to prove it.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She stated with disgust, “I did not come here to spank you, my 
lord. I came here to offer you an opportunity. In a time of war, you often seek to form 
small elite units from the arena’s slaves, do you not?” 

“I do.” Lord Dianthus acknowledged, “They are both fearless, and effective in combat. 
They live a life of combat that a soldier rarely does, with fewer cares. There is no woman 
awaiting at home for a gladiator.” 

“I am retiring Brassia.” She replied, “He is reaching the end of his usefulness in the 
arena. Slow, and old. However doing so would prevent him from ever reaching the point 
where he has earned his freedom, something he might yet deserve.” 

Lord Dianthus blinked, “What you are suggesting, your highness, has never been done 
before. I do not know if the men will stand for it. To be taught by one who does not have 
their freedom.” 

“Your men do not deserve their freedom if they cannot defend this kingdom as effec¬ 
tively as a slave.” Syringa replied, “I do understand that it may be a problem of morale. 
And I will not force my suggestion upon you. However, to waste the skill of one such as 
Brassia is not in my nature.” 

“Nor mine.” Lord Dianthus nodded slowly, “I hope you are not offering this to me as a 
way of compensating me for my slave. I am afraid I have some terrible news on that front, 
and may need to beg your forgiveness.” 

Syringa looked at him blankly, trying to pretend she wasn’t feeling an enormous amount 
of trepidation, “Oh?” 

“It was damaged in the night.” He shook his head, “I would feel too much guilt if I 
allowed you to possess such a damaged product. I will find something more appropriate 
for the treasure of this kingdom.” 

“You will not.” She replied, “You will fulfil your promises, Lord Dianthus. You do not 
wish to anger me in this manner. It is not the slave that is important, it is your word. 
If you are not a man of your word, then you are not the one to whom I should look for 
protection.” 

Dianthus looked at her with a hint of both amusement and fear, “You walk the path 
of politics well, my lady.” 
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“I have been underestimated and treated without importance or intellect since a very 
young age.” Syringa said softly, “Do you wish to make such a mistake as that Lord Di¬ 
anthus? I do not rely on my father for my own importance or authority.” 

“I have made enquiries in the past.” The lord said carefully, “About the disappear¬ 
ances of colleagues. I have always run up against a wall, and been told by... Less savoury 
individuals, that my continued investigation would be hazardous for my health. It pained 
me to believe you might be involved in such a thing.” 

“You have been a thorn in my side at times.” Syringa replied, confirming her involve¬ 
ment. “Power is something that people such as my half-brother seek out, Lord Dianthus. 
He craves it, and loves to flaunt that he has it. I, am not motivated by power. I am not 
motivated by wealth. What is important to me, is trust and loyalty. You will prove to me 
that you have both.” 

She didn’t have a need to drop a threat. Whatever his devious little mind invented was 
far greater than anything she could come up with. He was already imagining her to be far 
more frightening than she actually was. 

“I have already made preparations to recoup some losses from my damaged property.” 
He said carefully, “I did not imagine that this would be a way of proving my patriotism 
to the most beautiful woman in the kingdom.” 

He insulted her by drawing a line in the sand, by saying that he would be loyal, but he 
would not stand with her if she stood against her father or brother. Conditional loyalty 
was not loyalty. It was an acceptance of the status quo, and a rejection of all else. 

“If that is your choice, it has been made.” She replied, and took the cloak from her 
shoulders, holding it out to him, “Nine of those currently training would not survive a 
graduation match with a gladiator. Consider my proposal.” 

He took the cloak, watching her go in wonder. So he had underestimated her, and that 
further insult had her irritated enough that she might graduate from threats to actions. 
All it would take is one more thing, and she might lose it. 

Danthius truly believed that his current possession of the army meant that he was 
untouchable. That the royal family had to bow down and listen to his advice as if it were 
from a sage. 

His confidence in his importance irritated her. 

Laminae stepped up as she left the military grounds, placing a grey wolf cloak around 
her shoulders. The slave fell in step just behind her, but was acting nervous. Syringa 
sighed, “I did not attempt to aggravate him. The opposite is not true.” 

“I have no comment on something I did not witness, my lady.” Laminae said carefully, 
“I... Have word from the arena.” 

Syringa barely stopped from wincing, “Of my property, or what I want?” 

“What you wish was damaged, as you know.” Laminae began, “It was an attack by 
three assassins, all of whom were slain by the slave, despite being apparently chained hand 
and foot into immobility. However she received a deep stab wound to her thigh.” 

Syringa nodded, trying to blink back tears at the thought of the pain and fear that 
Cristata must have experienced. Alone, and apparently helpless in a slave pen whilst her 
owner tried to eliminate her. 

“Apparently, she went to stitch herself up, when Brassia intervened. He appears to 
have decided that she will be the one to replace him as champion.” Laminae said, “So she 
has a modicum of protection from him.” 

Syringa smiled, “Ah, that’s just Brassia’s jealousy. He knows I want her, and wishes to 
raise himself in my graces. A calculated move.” 


2 



Dianthus & Asphodel 


30 


“Not one likely to save her, I am afraid, my lady.” Laminae said quickly, “As I said, 
she took a serious injury to one of her legs. She has been assigned six balance matches 
today. Two of which involve animals.” 

“Freaking bastard.” Syringa growled, “He’s trying to kill her. That’s what he meant 
by recoup his losses. He’s bet on her to die. What are her chances of surviving?” 

“Twenty to one was the lowest rate I was informed of. Twenty four to one was the 
highest.” Laminae spelled out that all of the bookmakers in the city were assuming that 
the woman would be dead by sundown. 

The princess breathed out with frustration, “Nothing I can do about it. I’ve already 
suggested to her owner that it is a bad idea. I can’t even go and watch, or see her one last 
time before she’s wiped out.” 

“I have a letter.” Laminae said, producing a small envelope, “I do not know exactly 
who it is from. It appeared on my person during your meeting just now.” 

Syringa took it, looking at the simple black wax seal with interest, “Ah. Brassia.” 

She cracked it and opened the paper, holding out her elbow to be guided by her slave 
as she read through the contents. She wiped some of the gritty sand away, and passed her 
eyes over it. 

It wasn’t written in any known language. It was a cipher, one she had taught to him, 
for use only in emergencies. Mostly with the intention of getting advance information on 
a gladiator revolt. 

“I need my silver ring.” 

Laminae quickly produced the small piece of metal, which had a series of symbols 
engraved on the inside. She set the date by twisting the two halves, and read over the 
message, translating it from a series of unspaced vowels into what she guessed he was 
saying. 

Brassia had identified one of Cristata’s assassins. 

Syringa stopped, and grabbed her slave by the shoulders, shoving the letter and ring 
into her hands, “Take these to my father, immediately. Do not stop for any reason. They 
must be his first priority. Risk death to put it in his hands.” 

“My lady, I cannot leave you 

“You must.” Syringa interrupted, “Go. Go!” 

The slave sprinted off down the street, as Syringa regretted her policy of not going 
everywhere with a bodyguard. She hadn’t expected anyone would actually try and kill her 
in broad daylight. She was beloved by the people. 

Yet, now her attention was on the crowd the flowed around her, she could see another 
in the moving tide. The crowd instinctively veered away from him as well, as if knowing 
the danger he might present to them. 

Syringa stopped at a fruit stand, smiling at the stallholder. The woman there looked 
up at her in shock, “Oh my good, my lady, your highness!” 

The princess smiled at her, “What is your sweetest? I’m afraid I’m a little bit hungry, 
and have a terrible sweet tooth.” 

The woman smiled and touched a tray of golden apples, “These are, I’m afraid. Terrible 
for your teeth, my lady.” 

“Sounds perfect.” She said and tossed one in the air, catching it, and pulled a coin from 
a purse inside her sleeve. The stallholder held up a hand, “I could never accept payment 
from you, your highness. You are the shining light of the entire kingdom.” 
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Syringa pressed the coin into her dirt-encrusted hand, “What light could I shine, if I 
didn’t look after the people I meet?” 

She turned away before the woman could realise the coin wasn’t copper, but gold, and 
waved at the man following her. Syringa walked over to him confidentially, eating the piece 
of fruit. 

The man looked at her dispassionately, “Do you always approach death in this manner, 
your highness?” 

“The gods adore me.” She replied simply, “I would be interested to know who you 
represent, though I have a strong suspicion. Though, I don’t think you’ve been sent to kill 
me. Well, not right away. You want to know something, so why don’t you just ask?” 

The man nodded, without showing any emotion, “I will take you up on the offer. What 
was in the message sent to you by Brassia, the gladiator?” 

“A name, and some information.” She shrugged, “I didn’t have time to decode it all. It 
isn’t the easiest of ciphers. Even decoded you can miss the intent. E. I. E. A. E. A name 
that might mean something with enough time to fill in the pieces.” 

“Epidendae.” The man replied, “This gladiator appears to know things that someone 
of his station should not. Is it normal for a slave to be able to gather such information?” 

“There is nothing ordinary about Brassia.” She laughed, “I am not one of his owners 
merely because he was useful for treating sexual frustration. That’s an Asphodellian name, 
isn’t it? Oh, I wish I was wrong about that.” 

The man shrugged, “And if I am from Asphodel? That doesn’t necessarily mean any¬ 
thing. You appreciate the company of a Narcissian. Does that mean that they are a threat 
to Linnaeus?” 

“Of course they are.” She giggled, “Why do you think I slept with them? Being attrac¬ 
tive is but one of the requirements for my attention.” 

“You slept with someone... Because they were a threat?” 

Syringa shrugged, “Only one of the reasons, of course. If you want to defend against an 
enemy, then you need to know them. Where they are, what they want. How to influence 
them.” 

The man sighed heavily, “I am from Asphodel, princess. I have been sent by the new 
government that has been established there, under the new regent. There is something in 
particular I was sent to discover, and I believe you may help me.” 

“Can’t, actually.” She replied, “My father did let me know he was taking Prince Taenio 
into custody, but he didn’t elaborate on the where. I believe he is planning on handing 
him over to Narcissus, which of course points out that you are not a servant of the regent. 
Don’t lie to me. All you’ll do is piss me off.” 

“Interesting.” The man nodded, “You don’t fear me. Yet, you know what I am. I could 
cut you down here, and though I may be taken apart for it, none of the others will be 
exposed. Our mission will succeed.” 

“Well, you say that, but have you noticed your two other buddies have disappeared 
whilst I’ve been talking to you?” She shrugged, “That kind of sounds like you exposed 
them.” 

It was a bluff, like most of what she said. She was very good at making people think 
that she knew more than they thought she did. She noticed small things, and could use 
that to prove to them that she was in control. 

Even when that couldn’t be further from the truth. 


2 



Dianthus &; Asphodel 


32 


She wasn’t even certain if there was anybody else around. She just knew that if she 
was attempting to assassinate a princess, she would not send a lone assassin. Add in the 
nature of assassins, and it was likely that he would lose track of his compatriots, allowing 
her to make him feel threatened, when she was in no position at all to issue any threats. 

The man glared at her, “You couldn’t have. You only sent for help a short while ago.” 

“I didn’t send for help.” She laughed, “I sent an intelligence report to my father. That 
doesn’t exactly scream, come save me. Does it? I am Princess Syringa of Linnaeus! Do 
you think you can safely threaten me in my home? You are a fool.” 

“I’m going to call your bluff.” The man stated, and a knife flashed towards her. 

Syringa gasped, her cheek spasming, unable to process what was happening. She had 
never been attacked before. She had never had anyone willing to attack her. She was 
blessed by the gods. 

She had never been injured. Even as a child she hadn’t scuffed a knee or twisted an 
ankle. Her entire life had been filled with softness, and kindness. The closest thing to an 
injury she had, was her first time. 

Syringa collapsed to the ground, gasping and holding her side, staring at the red spread¬ 
ing across her dress in horror. 


She dropped backwards, spinning on the heel of her good foot as the wolf in front 
leaped at her. The other two were attempting to close in behind her, guide her towards 
her death. 

She grinned at how easy it was as the spin turned into a knee, knocking the creature 
that was so much heavier just out of line, so that it didn’t land but scrabbled before 
dropping over the side with a yelp. 

It was fun, albeit painful. She’d opened up her stitches again with the blow. The 
opportunity had been simply too good to waste, even if it limited what she’d be able to 
do next. 

It felt good to play the same way she had as a child. If any Narcissians could see her 
now, they would be embarrassed and be screaming from the stands for her to simply finish 
the wolves off. To act her own age. 

However, the crowd seemed to be enjoying it. So she could be unabashed as she com¬ 
pletely surrendered to the game, to teasing creatures that wished to eat her. Her father 
would have been ashamed. 

Cristata flipped in the air, using her hand to lightly bounce off the head off the wolf, 
before gently grabbing it by the tail and breaking it. She nearly giggled as it swerved to 
attack her in anger, as she planted an blow into the jaw and shattered it. 

She pushed the wolf to a merciful death gently. 

The sound of the crowd was like a roar in her chest, as she mounted the last of the 
wolves. Her arms strained for a moment as it tried to resist. Only a moment. The neck 
cracked, and the creature went limp. 

She stepped off it, and smiled up at the crowd roaring at her display of juvenile be¬ 
haviour, rejoicing in an adult playing at a child’s game. She considered what Brassia had 
told her about playing the people. It wasn’t enough to just be effective at wielding death. 
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She lifted the dead wolf by the skull, and the crowd went into an absolute frenzy. It 
seemed the same actions a commander might take at the end of a battle could fit here as 
well. 

She left the arena, skipping across the unstable planks and back into the gladiator pen. 
There, she saw almost the entire set of slaves staring grimly at her, and her face hardened. 
Had she just picked another fight by being successful? 

Brassia shoved through the crowd, “There’s someone here for you, but she doesn’t have 
good news.” 

Cristata cocked her head and saw the slave with porcelain binds trembling. The woman 
stared at her, “I... The princess is in danger. She’s been kidnapped. The king suspects 
Narcissus, so I... Hoped... You could help.” 

She sighed heavily, and waved a hand around. She was a slave. What exactly was 
she supposed to do in a situation like this? She couldn’t even choose her own battles. 
Wasn’t like she could explain that the Narcissus would never kidnap a princess. They 
would assassinate her. 

The woman stared at her hopefully, “They cut her down. In the middle of the street. 
Please. You were a soldier. Surely you have some idea?” 

Cristata shook her head. 

She had enough of a sense of self preservation to know that getting dragged into this 
was the path to madness. She didn’t care if that particular princess didn’t appear to be a 
totally terrible person. She wasn’t walking into a death trap for her. 

The woman held up her wrists, “Do you know what these are, Narcissian?” 

Cristata sighed and shrugged. 

“My chains are porcelain, because they are my choice. I was freed from slavery a long 
time ago. I chose to remain a slave, and I choose it every day, so that I can serve my lady. 
Please. I need her to survive.” 

Cristata considered the idea. Probably from a long line of servants of the royal family, 
each of them choosing slavery over being separated from their lieges. It made a certain 
sort of sense. And influenced her decision not to be involved not at all. 

“Stop giving her the impression she has a choice.” Brassia yawned, “Cyanus has been 
ordered by your owner to escort the two of us to the scene where they took the princess. 
We are ordered to bring her back, alive.” 

Her eyes flashed. 

So this was another excuse to try and kill her. Which probably meant that her im¬ 
pression that her countrymen weren’t behind this was correct. This stank of political 
machinations, someone seeking out war. 

She held up a hand, and tapped near her thigh. Brassia sighed heavily, “Tore the 
stitches again? Fine. Take five minutes. Then, we’re going to go save her. And you are not 
getting in my way.” 

Brassia had been ordered to accompany her. He was a retiring champion, part owned 
by the princess. It was possible that he was expected to die in this mission as well, to 
further cause her harm. It didn’t feel like she got the complete story on this. 

Cristata sat down by her chain, and began removing the torn stitches from her leg. As 
she did, the porcelain slave knelt beside her, and produced a sewing kit. She glared at the 
woman, for suggesting she might need her aid. 

The woman smiled at her, “I am Laminae. You are Cristata, aren’t you?” 

She bared her teeth with a sneer. 
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The slave ignored her, and an expert hand instantly had the injury cleaned, and sewn 
shut again. It happened faster than Cristata had expected, and she did want it to heal 
correctly. A permanent injury was something she could not live with. 

Laminae washed her hands in a bowl of water quickly, “You need to be safe, if you are 
to save my lady. If you go into battle, you will likely break these stitches. I will repair you, 
if you return with her.” 

Human hair wasn’t the best for stitching, not by itself. Multiple threads were stronger, 
and a useful weapon. However, the thread that the porcelain slave had used was metallic. 
Medicinal quality. 

Cristata pushed herself upright, and nodded to Brassia. The gladiator knocked on the 
cage, “Cyanus! Let’s go!” 


She howled in pain, the tears long since dried on her cheeks. The agony burning through 
her wasn’t just more than anything she had ever experienced, more than she could cope 
with, it wasn’t stopping. It was just growing, moment by moment, with no end in sight. 

The only way out would be her death. 

She struggled to think, her mind always cycling back to the pain she was in as she 
choked out ragged screams, her throat burning but mild in comparison to everything else 
she was feeling. Waves of cold and hot washed over her, breaking her concentration. 

She knew it was important that she think. She knew that something was wrong, and 
didn’t make any sense, but she couldn’t place it. Couldn’t focus long enough. All she’d 
managed to do was recall that she had been stabbed. 

She was somewhere. Somewhere else. It was dark, but she wasn’t restrained. She was 
huddled against a wall, trying to use the cool of the stone to cool her forehead as she 
begged the gods to end her. If she really was their blessed one, why would they put her 
through this? 

Her fingernails scratched and chipped as her fingers drew taught across the smooth 
stone of the floor, as she fought the pain, twisting and turning as she tried to drag herself 
up and out of the raging torrent, to breathe again. 

“I... I can’t breathe.” She realised slowly. She was still breathing, there was air going 
in and out of her mouth, but the dizziness was only increasing. She could feel something 
drawing her down, backwards. She was pulling away from the world around her. 

Like falling asleep, but terrifying. 

There was no answer. There might not ever be an answer. She couldn’t remember... 
Couldn’t remember if she had seen anyone since being taken. Since being cut down. She 
had been an arrogant fool. 

Standing up against an assassin, thinking that she was too special to be harmed. 

She wasn’t special at all. 

She was just a spoiled brat, deserving of the death that was slowly creeping up. She 
hadn’t even earned the mercy of a quick death. She would lie here, trying to cry and 
begging the stars, until her last moments finally freed her of the fire. 
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Cristata looked down at the bloodied pool with disinterest and turned her gaze to 
the surrounding area. The king had cleared the market, which was unfortunate. He had 
evicted anyone who had seen or heard anything. 

Brassia crouched, looking over it carefully, “A knife thrust, probably. Bleeding, but 
alive. There isn’t a trail, so she was carried away. Ideas, Narcissian?” 

She rolled her eyes and walked over, pointing down at a single droplet, and then another 
and another. She glared at Brassia and he shrugged, “I’m a gladiator, not a hunter. So 
there’s a trail. Shall we follow it?” 

Cristata shook her head, and continued to turn, looking around the buildings. This 
attack made no sense. They had no reason to get into such tight quarters. A single arrow 
from any of the buildings and they would never be caught. The slums towered here, 
overlooking the market. 

She turned and ran to the side of one of the buildings, as Cyanus spun and shouted at 
her to stop moving. She swung from one window ledge to another, launching herself up 
the side of the building quickly and easily, and landed on the edge of the roof, only her 
toes on the ledge. 

She breathed in as she saw the trap set against the doorway and thanked herself for the 
forethought to climb instead. She turned and looked down, and tried to signal the guards 
below to stop moving. 

Cyanus held up a hand, and shouted, “What do you see?” 

She shrugged and made a hanging motion, and Brassia whistled, “A trap. She found 
one of their lookout positions. Give her a moment, she isn’t trying to run. And if she is, 
none of us could stop her.” 

Cristata carefully eased over the edge of the roof, stepping into a tangle of tight wires, 
and looked around the scene. Someone had sat here, with a bow. They had sighted the 
princess from here. This was the original plan for her death. Something had forced them 
to change plans. 

She pulled a single thread, relaxing the entire trap, and crossed back to the rooftop, 
swinging down from window to window, and to the ground. As she hit the ground she felt 
the jar stab through her leg, and hissed, grabbing it. 

Brassia walked up to her, “Safe to go up?” 

She winced and nodded, and the gladiator signalled to a small group of guards. They 
burst into the building, probably to antagonise anyone dumb enough to stay indoors with 
an investigation nearby. 

The man looked at her with concern, “You seem to have a sense of what is happening 
here. Do you think that she’s still alive?” 

She shrugged, and stood up slowly, testing her leg carefully and looked around again. 
They had the scene of the expected crime, but not the one that had taken place. They 
were going to assassinate the princess, not take her captive. 

“Slave.” A guard said, emerging from the room, holding the parts of an arrow trap, 
“We found this on the roof.” 

Brassia blinked, “Why would they trap it, if they never made a sign that they were 
there?” 

Idiot. He wasn’t keeping up. They had intended to kill the princess, not take her. Which 
meant that they had to improvise, something most people were absolutely terrible at. 

They would have taken her somewhere they could secure her, somewhere where even if 
she were not gagged, she could not be heard. Somewhere she was unlikely to be discovered. 
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There, they would either execute her, if they had the stomach, or abandon her and flee 
the city. Trusting by the fact that they hadn’t finished her off in the square, these were 
amateurs. 

Cristata waved Cyanus over, and the guard looked at her anxiously, “You have an idea, 
right? You have some idea where they’ve taken her?” 

She nodded firmly, and crouched, drawing in the dust. She sketched out the topology of 
the city, from her limited experience. Then she tried to indicate a tunnel heading beneath 
one of the gates. 

“The sewer.” Cyanus frowned, “You think they went there?” 

She shook her head and re-drew the line again. The guard frowned, “So... You think 
that they’re trying to run.” 

Cristata nodded, and Cyanus winced, “Are they taking her with them?” 

“No.” Brassia spoke up, finally catching up, “They’ve left her wherever they were 
hiding. To die. Well, we hope they left her. Otherwise there’s nothing we can do. She 
wants you to get guards out there to catch the bastards.” 

“Done.” Cyanus nodded, standing and signalling to a group of soldiers, “Take a half 
column, and get to every sewer exit in the city big enough for a rat to squeeze through. 
Now.” 

The guard looked back at them grimly, “Well, I hate to ask, but do you know where 
they were hiding before this? Not like the city lacks places to hide.” 

Cristata sighed heavily, and stood up, pointing back towards the arena. Cyanus mistook 
it, “No, you are not done! Not until we have the princess. Alive or dead. Is that clear? 
You are not done, slave!” 

She looked at him blankly, and the guard paused, “Wait. That isn’t what you were 
saying? Then what?” 

“The arena.” Brassia said slowly, “It’s loud. No one will pay attention to screams there. 
Enough slaves being beat on it doesn’t matter if there’s a match or not. And the arena 
has a sewer access, or used to. It was the escape route during the last gladiator revolt.” 

Cyanus looked at her keenly, “Are you certain? We don’t have the time to run around 
the entire city.” 

Cristata walked over, and shoved a stall out of the way, showing the entrance to a 
sewer. She tapped it, and pointed towards the arena. It was still a guess. The blood trail 
lead directly away from here, which is what made her believe this was the avenue. 

Brassia looked at the trail and then to the sewer, “You think they were trying to 
mislead us. Is it what you would do?” 

She smiled coyly, and nodded gently. 

Cyanus sighed heavily, “It’s my head on the block if you’re wrong. And your own. The 
king’s rage could kill half the city before he’s close to satisfied. So, are we going through 
the sewer, or to the arena?” 

“The arena.” Brassia stated firmly, “The sewers are a warren. Unless you have a guide 
on your side, you’ll get lost down there and no one will find you again. We’ll hear you, 
but we won’t find you.” 

Cristata began walking. A soldier went to block her path, to wait for approval from 
Cyanus. As his gauntlet touched her chest, his sword left the scabbard and he screamed, 
holding the stump of his arm. 

Cyanus was correct. They didn’t have the time to waste. 
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Other soldiers yelled and she heard bows snap as arrows went towards her back. She 
cut them out of the air without breaking stride, continuing on her path, as she heard 
Cyanus shouting for everyone to stop. 

She didn’t care. She was angry. 


Two men stumbled into her blurred vision, as she croaked pitifully, begging without 
words just to have it all end. One collapsed against a wall, breathing hard, and the other 
paced back and forth grabbing at his head in anxiety. 

The tired one waved towards her, “She’s alive. We could use that.” 

The other tossed up his hands, “For what? They knew our escape route! How the hell 
did they know where we were going? We should have been out before they even realised 
we might be in the sewer. The trail lead away from it. Into the slums. They should have 
burned the slums.” 

The exhausted one nodded, “You’re right. Whoever is on our trail is better than we 
thought they had. Can’t be helped. However, right now, we need to worry about getting 
out. Before we worry if someone betrayed us. So stop panicking.” 

“Oh, fuck you.” The man replied, and glared down at her, “They’re going to kill us. 
Whether they get her back alive or not. We could... Make a statement.” 

“I’m not prepared to die just yet.” The other said and stood up slowly, “Look, we 
might be able to do something with this. If we stash her deeper in the sewer, and make a 
map, we might be able to get outside the walls. They’ll still try and ride us down, but we 
can disappear in the fields. We’re good at that.” 

The anxious one breathed out slowly, “Shit. Hostage negotiations. Those take time, 
and she’s bleeding out. Barely has a few hours left.” 

“They would still want her corpse.” The other replied, “And her dying will be on them. 
We can say that, make them act faster, which will make them less prepared. More likely 
to make mistakes.” 

“You going up there to get a face full of arrows?” 

Syringa slowly realised that they were talking about her. That these men were the ones 
who had attacked her, tried to kill her. Now, she was going to be a bargaining chip. 

All she wanted, was to die. 

Both men turned suddenly as something rattled in the doorway, and the confident one 
picked it up, “Chains? Is there an escaped slave down here?” 

As he finished the sentence, the other one disappeared. Syringa stared blearily, thinking 
he might have fallen, but she couldn’t see anything at all. One moment he was there, and 
then he was gone. 

She must have fallen unconscious again. She was getting worse. 

Getting closer to freedom. 

The other man flailed around, spinning the chain in one hand and drawing a knife with 
the other, “Whoever you are, you have no idea what you’re messing with!” 

A shadow appeared, dropping from the middle of the room and standing up slowly 
to face her attacker. The shadow resolved slowly in her eyes, dressed in the garb of a 
gladiator. Steel plate on leather armour, with strapping around their fists. 
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The chain went slack in the man’s hand, “Oh gods. Oh fuck, fuck, fuck. You don’t have 
to kill me. I know your name. I know your face. Please, you don’t have to kill me, I’ll come 
quietly.” 

The figure flashed, disappearing and reappearing, the fist disappearing inside the sur¬ 
rendering man’s chest. The man fell backwards slowly, collapsing as he revealed the heart 
in the fist of the figure. 

They dropped the flesh to the ground with a slap of meat on stone, and turned towards 
her. She stared up in horror. If the gods truly hated her, then being killed by an escaped 
murderous slave beneath the arena would be just the end to this day. 

The face swam into view as they crouched over her, a hand gently touching her face 
and brushing her hair, and she saw concern in those fierce eyes. Syringa went to speak, to 
say her name. 

The darkness closed in. 


Every guard snapped to attention, and most of the gladiators. The slaves tried to stand 
and bow, as much as their chains permitted them. Even Brassia was chained, to protect 
the person now visiting the pen. 

Cristata bowed her head, the only movement she was now allowed. She was collared 
directly to the wall, without a chain, immobilising her neck. Similar bonds were on her 
elbows and knees, and then her wrists and ankles were bound together. A steel trap 
threatened to cave in on her head and either arm, if she put too much tension on any of 
the new bindings. 

The king walked in slowly, and then towards Brassia, who dropped to a knee. The 
man patted him on the head, “You have done well, slave. You have served my daughter 
faithfully, as is your duty. She has asked that you be rewarded for doing only that which 
you must. It is curious, but my daughter is soft-hearted when it comes to her slaves. It is 
being considered.” 

Brassia noiselessly put a hand to his chest, acknowledging the man who spoke to him. 
An honour that no slave ever deserved. Acknowledging his place as a piece of dirt beneath 
the man’s foot. 

The king turned to her next, and snorted in derision, “You are a failure, Narcissian. A 
failure, twice. You were captured in a time of war, and you attacked a free man whilst a 
slave. That cannot go unpunished, and it will not. Any hope of redemption you may have 
had by serving my daughter can be ignored. It is the duty of a slave to serve those that 
are free. Nothing more.” 

She raised her head slowly, incensing him by looking him in the eye. He raised a hand 
to strike her, before a guard stopped him, indicating the traps that would go off and might 
hurt him. The king ground his teeth, “Why do you dare to look at me slave?” 

She breathed in slowly, summoning her courage, and spoke, barely above a whisper, 
“An oath fulfilled.” 

The king took a step backwards in shock, as the entire pen went completely silent, 
all of the slaves holding their breath. She knew that a number of them had thought her 
incapable of speaking at all. Others believed the nonsense of the Voice. 

The king clenched a fist, wanting to yank her by the head, but cautious of the traps 
set to hurt her. “What is this slave’s name? Anyone. Speak!” 
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“Cristata.” Brassia voice quietly, “Your majesty.” 

The man shook his head, “Oh... For all the excrement shovelled by the gods! Slave. 
You are Cristata of Narcissus. Is that correct?” 

She nodded her head slightly. 

The royal breathed out raggedly, “Shit. Guard, release her. Slave, do not attempt to 
flee. I wish only to speak to you in a manner you might understand.” 

He was going to hit her. 

She reached up and undid her collar, surprising the guards who all drew their swords, 
and stood up slowly. She bowed to him as she did. It might seem like a token of respect, 
which might temper his anger. Mostly, however, it was to work out a little of the stiffness 
she felt. 

The king grabbed her by her hair, yanking her head backwards and placing a sharp 
dagger against her throat, piercing her skin. He sneered as he looked down at her, “You 
spoke, once. So speak. Your vow is broken. Tell me exactly who you are.” 

“A vow fulfilled.” She whispered, and smiled up at his angry face, “I am Cristata of 
Narcissus. Last Consort of the Tenth Column, Failure of Thunbergia. Sworn to save one 
blessed by the gods, or to die in shame.” 

The king released her, staring blankly, “Last Consort. Oh... Oh, my daughter. What 
have you done?” 

Cristata straightened, glaring at him. She didn’t defend her actions. She had as little 
reason to speak now as she had those two years of silence. The choice before the king was 
simple enough. 

He had to execute her. 

The king sighed, “How many matches has this slave competed in? How much longer is 
her sentence?” 

“A couple dozen.” One of the guards set, reading off a list, “She won every single one of 
them. If she managed to maintain as high a standard as Brassia has, which is impossible, 
she’d be free in fifteen years.” 

The king nodded, “And she belongs to Lord Dianthus, does she not?” 

“Yes, your majesty.” 

The man glared at her, “Well, Failure of Thunbergia. You know what has to happen 
now, don’t you? You are a slave. Someone’s property. I will have to compensate an enemy 
for the loss.” 

She smiled at him slowly, and the man’s fist slammed into her chest, knocking the air 
out of her. She leaned on her knees, grinning, as she attempted to get her breath back. 

The king grabbed her head and slammed it into his knee, knocking her to the ground 
with a blow that felt like it had loosened her teeth. His anger hadn’t burned out. His foot 
came slamming down on her injured leg, cracking the bone with an audible crunch. 

She hissed in pain, but didn’t scream, she glared up at him, and smiled slowly. The 
king was taken aback, confused by her enjoyment of the pain. It wasn’t the pain that she 
enjoyed, that was just a quiet old friend. What she enjoyed was watching the anger of the 
man that had killed the one she cared about. 

The man whose wife Cristata had taken from him for the offence. 

He turned and left the room without another word, most of the guards following after¬ 
wards. One of the remainders went to chain her up again. She glared at him and he froze 
as he was about to touch her. 
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Cristata eased herself upright on the wall, and took off her shirt, tearing it in half and 
using the sheathe of a nearby sword as a brace. She had been concerned that the flesh 
wound might cause her long term damage. This was far worse than that. She couldn’t 
afford to be tied up, if she were to recover. 

The guard looked back at the still-set traps, “How did you do that?” 

She grinned at him and shrugged. 

The man sighed and turned to leave, “Nobody kill her. If that wasn’t obvious.” 

Brassia sat down, still chained, and stared at her, shaking his head. “So, your vow of 
silence is done. Yet, you still choose not to speak. I’d be running my mouth.” 

She nodded, agreeing. The gladiator spoke too often, revealing his own thoughts too 
plainly. He was not a soldier. He was a slave, who had never learned the importance of 
keeping his mouth shut. 

“Last Consort of the Tenth.” Brassia mused slowly, “Why do I know that title?” 

The gladiator with the broken leg from earlier spoke up quietly, “We all know who that 
is. I never expected to meet them. Say goodbye, boys. She’s a dead woman.” 

“What did she do?” Brassia demanded. 

The man sighed heavily, “The Last Consort is the one who killed Queen Ligustrinae.” 

Brassia breathed out in shock, “The queen? You murdered the queen in cold blood?” 

Cristata reflected on that. The queen had been armed when she came for her. The 
woman had fought, and managed to scratch her armour. Yet, the woman had never stood 
a chance at all. 

She shrugged. It was easier than trying to explain it. 

The gladiator stared at her with hatred, “You killed our queen. You assassinated one 
of... The best people to have ever lived. You don’t even feel any guilt for it, do you? None 
at all.” 

“None.” Cristata whispered, leaning against the stone wall as she felt the anger of the 
other gladiators. They did have orders not to kill her, but it wasn’t a guarantee that they 
wouldn’t try. 

“You were never fit to be champion.” Brassia spat, “You’re not fit to live.” 

Cristata shrugged. That had been his own decision, not hers. She had never claimed 
to be anyone of any worth. She had never sought the aspirations that anyone else placed 
on her. 

The gladiator pen slid open, and Cyanus walked in slowly, escorting the porcelain slave. 
The woman looked around, and gasped as she saw Cristata. “Oh no. The king attacked 
you, I heard, but I was hoping it wasn’t bad. He broke your leg?” 

“Who cares?” Brassia snapped, “She killed the queen.” 

Laminae looked at him with derision, “Silence, slave. I did not ask you a question.” 

The man blinked, and then bowed his head. Acquiescing to someone above his station. 
She might be a slave, but she chose to be. Which apparently made her more important 
than most other slaves. Serving the royal family probably helped with that as well. 

Laminae stepped in front of her, “Are you permanently damaged, slave?” 

Cristata shrugged. Her leg was only fractured, but it would take time to see if that 
would resolve into permanent damage or not. It would depend on what came next for her, 
which was likely the vindication of an honourable execution. 

The slave sighed heavily, “If I order you to speak, will you?” 

She shrugged. 
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“Fine. On behalf of my lady, I order you to give an explanation for your actions. Here, 
and when you served as Last Consort.” 

Cristata rolled her mouth, and growled a single word, “Vengeance.” 

Laminae blinked in surprise, and then glared, “That’s it. Vengeance. You’ve taken out 
some slight against a defenceless woman? The queen. Not the king.” 

“He had to suffer.” Cristata replied firmly. 

Laminae’s shoulders drooped, “I don’t know what that means. What was the crime 
committed against you? What were you seeking vengeance for? What justice did you get 
by killing our queen? Mother of the Crown Prince?” 

Cristata clenched her fists, fighting the urge to end the conversation. She was no longer 
under her vow. She was no longer required by her laws to act the dutiful slave. “Last 
Consort of the Tenth.” 

Laminae shrugged, “I don’t even know what Last Consort or Tenth means.” 

Brassia raised a hand, and the slave waved at him, “What?” 

“I don’t know Last Consort, but I do know the Tenth. General Architect Reticulata 
the Tenth. Killed by our king in single combat.” Brassia said carefully, “That was... Six 
months before the Battle of Thunbergia, I believe.” 

Laminae looked back at her in surprise, “The king killed the general you served, so you 
wanted to make him suffer? This happens in war.” 

Cristata shrugged. She wasn’t disagreeing, and she also didn’t care a single damn. She 
had damned herself when she failed to protect the Tenth, compounded by her failure at 
Thunbergia that had lead to so many of her fellow countrymen dying. 

Laminae sighed heavily, “The princess cannot save you from this. You understand that, 
at least, do you not? That she desires to save you, especially now that she has had her 
life saved by you. Doing so would be treason. The only way you can protect her now is by 
not letting her interfere.” 

Cristata looked at the slave in confusion, and nodded. 

Laminae sighed heavily, “You hadn’t considered that the princess might try and save 
you, despite her father, had you? She feels things that you and 1 cannot. She feels the 
world deeper than anybody else. She has compassion, especially for you, someone who 
feels nothing!” 

Cristata smiled at the slave, and put her hands on her shoulders, “You... Are not... 
Responsible.” 

Laminae knocked her hands away, “How dare you touch me, slave! I am not a traitor 
to this nation. I do not have royal blood on my hands!” 

Cristata shook her head, agreeing. 

The slave paused, in shock, and glared at her, “I still don’t like you. Do not try and 
sympathise. I can’t stop the princess, that is not my place. You have to. Tell me something, 
anything, 1 can give her.” 

Cristata made the sign for ten in the air, and leaned back against the stone, closing 
her eyes and ending the conversation. She was exhausted. She had fought several matches, 
injured, and then run all over the city, killed, and then sat in the cold, keeping the princess 
alive. 

The slave eventually left. 

Cristata yawned, and lay down on the ground, as she saw other gladiators begin to 
eye her, wanting to hurt her. The simultaneous anger of the king against any who would 
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do what he wanted to do, and the anger of the princess who wanted to protect her, was 
temporarily enough to temper their enthusiasm. 

Brassia sat down in front of her, “The Tenth was a woman. Was she just your master? 
An officer you respected? The title, Last Consort. That means more, doesn’t it?” 

Cristata glared at him tiredly, and he shrugged, “You’ll be dead soon. As soon as the 
king can organise a public execution. What’s the harm in telling me? Talking to me?” 

“Hate talking.” Cristata mumbled, “Yes, I was her Last Consort. Not the same as 
marriage, but close. As close as the law allows for two women.” 

Brassia blinked, “So you were her mistress. I don’t think anyone in Linnaeus would 
advertise it that loudly. But the king beat the Tenth in single combat. Where is the 
honour in attacking him? You took a vow. You still have honour.” 

“Last Consort.” Cristata said, beginning to lose her temper, “Not just a mistress. No 
other mistresses ever again. No husband to be. And no, the king did not beat her in single 
combat. He poisoned her with an assassin’s dart, during the combat. She did not die by 
his blade. She died, choking on her own tainted blood.” 

Brassia winced, “Such is politics.” 

“It is not the way of Narcissus!” Cristata snapped, “I was given the right to make 
him suffer. The Right of Vengeance is a gift of the gods. I am only hear for my failure at 
Thunbergia. My failure. I never invited you to think more of me than that. I am a failure. 
My people would never allow me home. Even if my vow is fulfilled.” 

The gladiator blinked, staring at her, “The only thing you have left now... Is to die 
with honour. Is that it?” 

Cristata smiled at him, and the gladiator shook his head, “That is insane. You have 
a gift. You have used it for the glory of the gods in the arena. Will your god accept you 
home if you just let yourself be killed?” 

She nodded. 

The gladiator stood up, “You’re a waste.” 


Syringa burst into tears, an arm wrapping around her side as the pain hit her again. 
Nearby her slave ran over, looking down at her in worry, “My lady. You’re awake. Should 
I fetch the doctor, again?” 

She shook her head. There was nothing he could do. The waves of pain were just the 
more intense ones that escaped the painkillers he had already given her. She just had to 
rest in bed, and pray for her recovery. 

“What of Cristata? Did my plea reach him?” 

Laminae sighed heavily, sitting on the bed and taking her frail hand, “Your plea swayed 
him from executing her over the soldier’s hand, but she had committed another crime. No 
plea will be heard on it.” 

Syringa blinked back her tears, “What did she do?” 

“She is the one who killed Queen Ligustrinae.” Laminae said, breaking her heart. “She 
says that she did it for vengeance, after your father killed one that she loved.” 

Syringa closed her eyes, fighting to maintain control of her emotions, “She is damned. 
My father took her life, and in return she took his. He will not see justice in this. He will 
destroy her.” 
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“When you have recovered enough to be moved.” Laminae whispered. 

Her father was going to force her to watch the execution, and she would have to hide 
all emotion at the woman dying, or he would lock her away forever. All the freedom she 
had earned over the years would disappear if she shed a single tear in public for Cristata, 
now and for the rest of her life. 

“Who was her lover?” 

Laminae frowned, “It is guesswork, my lady, but Brassia suggested it was a General 
Architect of the Narcissian army. One called Reticulata the Tenth.” 

“Last Consort.” Syringa shivered, “No wonder she is so powerful in the arena. Brassia 
never stood a chance against her.” 

Laminae blinked, “I thought that Last Consort was simply a title, an official name for 
a lover.” 

“It is.” Syringa replied, squeezing her slave’s hand, “However, it became a myth to 
us, when we were fighting Narcissus. The Last Consort of the Tenth was a soldier of 
remarkable ability. Not just her own fighting, but her strategy. Do you remember when 
this city was besieged, nearly six years ago?” 

“Of course.” Laminae nodded, “We were walled into a tower, the door sealed. The king 
feared that the city might actually fall. It was after that the escape tunnels were dug, 
beneath the palace.” 

“That was the Last Consort.” Syringa said, “Four times in the siege they broke through 
our lines and into the city. Every time, they were lead by the Last Consort. Personally. 
She was the one that killed the lord commanding the army, passing it to Dianthus.” 

Laminae winced, “It sounds like she has done us grievous harm over the years. It may 
be better that she no longer poses a threat to your people.” 

“No.” Syringa snapped, “Father may not see it, and may think me blind, but if we 
had the Last Consort of the Tenth on our side, protecting us, then Narcissus would think 
twice before attacking.” 

“The king has made his decision.” 

The princess settled, feeling all her strength fleeing her as her anger faded, “I... Know. 
I know, Laminae. There is nothing I can do. If I did... Then Cristata would stop me. To 
her, this is... This is just an honourable death. No better end to her life could happen.” 

The slave stood up, touching her forehead briefly, “You should rest, my lady.” 

“Summon her. So I can... Say goodbye.” Syringa whispered as she fell back to sleep. 


“What is the point of training?” The gladiator with the broken leg asked, “You’ve been 
sentenced to death. Why don’t you do that thing where you sleep and think? And don’t 
disturb the rest of us.” 

Cristata shrugged, as her fists struck against the hard rock in rapid succession. She 
could meditate, but she was not awaiting her death. She wished she was, but the likelihood 
the king would kill her right now was not high. 

He may hate her, and despise her very existence, but the fact was that Asphodel had 
attacked him in his home. They had attempted to kill his daughter, and blame Narcissus. 
Trying to force him to war. 


2 



Dianthus &; Asphodel 


44 


If he killed a Narcissian of some standing, even if only perceived standing to other 
nations, it would set the grounds for that same war. Any general would know that if bait 
has been set, then a trap awaits. 

“You’re a cold one.” The man continued, “You murdered a queen. Royalty. For 
vengeance? So what if a nothing like you lost someone you care about. They’re royalty, 
they are above us. Above the ordinary. They are blessed by the gods.” 

Cristata turned to him, sneering. “Our king is not by birth. That is not Narcissian. I do 
not care what Linnaeus believes about the classes. I was given a right. You have insulted 
me, do not do so further.” 

“You’re a slave.” 

“No, I’m not.” Cristata smiled slowly, “Your king might call me that. I no longer have 
a need to wear chains. I have served my god faithfully, and fulfilled the vow I took upon 
my failure. I am not a slave, I am only a prisoner.” 

The man stared at her, and swallowed nervously, “You feel different than when you 
came here. That confidence has got you killed. Even in the arena, that broken leg of yours 
would kill you. Is that the end you want?” 

“I would prefer a death in battle than an execution.” Cristata agreed, “Yet, I will take 
whatever blessing the gods see fit to offer me.” 

The man swallowed, “I was in the army, once. Linnaeus. I’m a deserter. Why I became 
a slave. They caught up with me... Fighting Narcissus was so terrifying... I think caging a 
Narcissian is worse.” 

Cristata laughed softly, and turned back to punching the wall. 

“Are you going to fight back, at all?” The gladiator asked hopefully, and she shook 
her head. She was not the hope of these slaves. She was not going to free them from their 
bonds and move against the king. 

She had already injured him in a way that would never heal. Her death might be a 
salve to that, but it would wear off. The scar she had carved into his soul to match the 
one he had done to her, would fade, but never heal. 

She was not entirely without regret. 

She had saved the princess, not because it would fulfil her vow, but because she wanted 
to. She felt anger towards the people that had threatened a woman who had sought to 
own her. 

The tumble of emotions was confusing, and without logic, as emotions usually were. 
She regretted the pain she caused this woman, by now being forced to watch her die. 
The king would be reinforcing all loyalties, threatening anyone who showed an ounce of 
disapproval. 

Syringa was not born of the queen. She was the child of a mistress. It was unlikely that 
the queen had treated her with anything but contempt, yet all the same, Cristata had 
attacked her family. Killed her family. 

“Narcissian.” 

She stopped, turning towards the guard, who held out a collection of chains designed 
for transport that would bind her hand and foot. The man glared at her, “An excuse. 
Please.” 

Cristata rolled her eyes and unwound the leather from her hands, dropping it to the 
ground. She stood still as the guard closed the clamps around her. Even the king would 
not have arranged the execution this quickly. 
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Either this was her trip to meet and speak with him, or someone had paid enough to 
for a little of her attention. She would not be as willing as she had before. Her vow was 
fulfilled, the obedience of a slave was no longer necessary. 


She could feel how pale her skin was. She was still standing on death’s doorstep, 
wondering if she would be welcomed in, or turned away. Her side still screamed from 
the blow, and she was still shaking like she was dying in that hole in the ground. 

The princess looked at the slave as they were shoved into the room with disappointment. 
It was the harshest emotion she could force to her face, when all she wanted to do was cry 
with happiness. 

She had been terrified when she saw Cristata fight, up close. The memories were a 
blur, but she could still picture the first breaking through the chest of a man. That was 
an attack that shouldn’t be possible, not by any mortal hand. 

The guard stood at attention behind the slave, and Syringa raised an eyebrow, “Do 
you think yourself permitted to see my flesh, boy?” 

The man hesitated, “I have been ordered to stay with the prisoner, my lady. By the 
king.” 

“My father is gross.” Syringa replied, “I wished only to have a parting moment before 
such skilful hands are crushed forever. You may wish to propose that to him, albeit with 
more tact.” 

The guard whispered to one outside the door, who she heard sprinting off. She was still 
beloved by her people, even if she no longer believed that she was beloved by the gods. 

She glared at the slave standing stock still, looking ahead, “So you killed my stepmother. 
Was it then, that you took the vow of silence?” 

The woman nodded. 

Syringa winced, leaning back into her pillow as she took a deep breath, “Yet, you are 
no longer bound by it. So you will answer me, when I feel it appropriate. The choice is 
not yours to make.” 

The woman shrugged. As if she didn’t agree with the reasoning, but would consider 
answering. It was this cold defiance that she adored. It made her heart ache all the more, 
knowing that life would soon leave the body in front of her. 

“You saved me.” Syringa said quietly, “For that, you will have my gratitude. Others 
might not appreciate that, but they do not get to dictate what I say or do. I thank you 
for it.” 

The woman shook her head, and Syringa glared, “Others includes yourself. I do not 
care why you did it. I am thankful.” 

“Death should not be celebrated.” The woman whispered, her voice like a lifting melody. 
It was sweeter and brighter than Syringa had thought that it might be. Which nearly 
brought her to tears. 

“Whilst an honourable death is a celebration in itself,” the woman continued, “The 
death of an enemy is simply a task. Something that must be done.” 

Syringa smiled up at her, “You are as brutal as I’d hoped, yet you speak words of a 
philosopher. You consider your actions, beyond the scope of yourself, don’t you?” 
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The woman nodded gently, and the princess felt the loss all the more keenly. The 
woman was quiet, and reserved. However, her mind was as sharp as any blade. A weapon 
that was about to be wasted. 

The guard arrived back, and whispered to the one protecting the slave. Syringa glared, 
“Well?” 

“His highness has refused your request. I do not wish to repeat the rest of the message, 
my lady.” The man said hesitantly. 

Syringa smiled, part of her mouth struggling to follow the rest, “Well, then you will 
look at the wall and learn the art of silence. Or I will have you executed.” 

She gestured, “Unbind her. I am not feeling well enough for that kind of play at the 
moment.” 

The guard did as instructed, and then moved to the doorway and stood, staring out 
and pretending that she wasn’t going against the spirit of what her father had ordered. 

Syringa patted the edge of the bed, and the gladiator walked, or limped, over and sat 
beside her. The princess bit her lip, looking at her, and whispered, “I should hate you. 
For leaving me like this.” 

The gladiator nodded softly and sighed, reaching up and touching her face. The moment 
of contact exploded inside her mind, catching her breath and accelerating her heart out 
of control. The woman leaned forward, touching their foreheads together. 

Syringa felt the tears slip down her cheeks, as she stared into those fierce eyes. Eyes 
that were a terror to anyone that she had to fight. Yet, she felt comfort in them. She felt 
safer now, with an injured and traitorous gladiator, than she felt surrounded by guards 
sworn to her protection. 

“You don’t feel anything for me, do you?” 

The gladiator blinked, pulling back, and raised an eyebrow. Syringa glared, “You baited 
him. Into executing you. You know that. If you had felt anything, you would have hesitated, 
but you didn’t.” 

“I did.” The woman whispered with her musical voice, “But I hated him more. I do 
not ask forgiveness, but I do accept the guilt.” 

Syringa sighed, smiling at her, “Oh, my violent little thing. I can’t order you to stay 
alive. You have to die, by my father’s hand. This is our final goodbye. You understand 
that, don’t you?” 

The woman nodded, and thought for a moment, “Asphodel. There is a rebellion there, 
still strong. They are the ones who attempted to take your life. To drag Linnaeus into a 
war against my people.” 

Syringa nodded, “Yeah, worked that one out. I’m not stupid.” 

“There is more.” Cristata whispered, “The rebellion was let into your city, they did 
not sneak in.” 

“That, too.” The princess replied with a smile, “He was stupid, sending the same 
assassins to attempt to kill you. I am aware, but unable to take obvious steps against him. 
Now, are you done confessing? That is not the kind of goodbye I was looking forward to.” 

“I do not love you.” Cristata said with concern, “And we both know it. Yet, for your 
sake, and what I do feel, I will pretend.” 

It hurt, hearing the words she already knew. 

“Then tell me.” Syringa said, her voice choking. 

“I love you.” 
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The crowd was chanting as she stood on the soft sand of the arena. Chains wrapped around 
her, as the guards tried to restrain someone that they didn’t know how to. The only thing 
around other than the guards was a plinth, where soon she would rest her head, before it 
was cleaved from her. 

She could make out the words of the chant, of the bloodlust the people had developed 
for her. “Kill it.” 

She looked out across the space, and saw the king lounging in his chair, surrounded by 
his advisers. She could see the princess lying on her own, her face hidden behind a white 
veil. A last mercy of her father. 

She was not armed, she wasn’t even dressed properly. Nobody had replaced her torn 
shirt that had bound her leg. They had taken it and the scabbard away, leaving her 
hobbled. 

The rough metal where the chains had been welded scratched against her skin, as she 
waited for the order to die. She had thought she would look forward to the final release 
from this world, and entrance into the next. No one had believed she would ever succeed, 
when her vow was made. 

Now her silence would be permanent. 

A guard shoved her towards the small block of stone, and she lowered her head onto 
it willingly, without question or hesitation. Her neck was wrenched, so that she could see 
the king, and the princess. 

She could feel the rise and fall of the axe as the soldier prepared to execute her for a 
crime that the people of this nation would never forgive. The loss of someone loved by her 
people, who had guided them through strife. Just as the Tenth had done for Narcissus. 

Reticulata’s death could never be forgiven. In time, Narcissus would come here as well. 
They would burn the city to the ground, and the people that she had met would mingle 
in the ashes. 

Blood and ashes. People bleed, cities burn. 

A shadow caught her eye, and she hesitated. She knew she was not wrong, but she also 
knew that if she acted, there would be no taking this back. The battle would have to be 
fought. 

“Fuck.” Cristata swore, and dropped beneath the chains as the axe fell. The soldier 
jarred his shoulder, allowing her to grab his wrist and flick him over her head as she took 
the axe from his hands. 

She jumped, launching off the plinth as she tossed the axe directly towards the princess, 
before landing in a roll and turning to face the guards that sprinted towards her, assuming 
she had just attempted to kill their beloved. 


Syringa gasped in terror, frozen as the shadowy figure appeared in front of her, a silver 
dagger in hand. He was too quick, for anyone. Yet, he froze as he went to stab her through 
the heart, twitching as if held back by the gods. 

The man collapsed towards her, and she shoved off the lounge, screaming in fear. Her 
side erupted into fire as she hit the ground, causing her to curl up into a ball as she heard 
shouts all around her. 
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Laminae appeared beneath her arm, lifting her upright as a brigade of soldiers closed 
in from all sides, protecting and sheltering her with their shields. The group moved as one, 
escorting her out of the arena. 

Why had the assassin fallen? She hadn’t seen anyone attack him. Had the gods stopped 
his heart? Did they actually care about her after all? Her thoughts raced as she was moved 
by the solid unit of metal, out of the arena and back towards the palace. 

Her side hurt with every breath, every movement. She looked down, and cursed quietly 
as she saw the red spreading again. “I’m hurt.” 

Laminae nodded grimly, “I know, my lady. We’ll get the doctor to you as soon as we 
can.” 

“I’m... Not going to make it.” She breathed slowly, “I’m going to pass out.” 

One of the soldiers dropped his shield, moving inside the turtle as the others closed 
rank. He swept her up into his arms, “Apologies, your highness.” 

Syringa smiled gratefully, and then collapsed. 


Cristata dodged the thrown knife easily, spinning on her good leg and delivering an 
elbow into another of the charging guards’ throat. She didn’t have a moment to think as 
he fell, the next blade seeking her end already descending from above. 

She caught his wrists, and then broke his nose with her forehead. She dragged him, 
launching him as she took the sword from him, spinning it to just redirect a spear that 
cut through her side all the same. 

She severed the spear, before shoving the blade through the wielder’s throat, ripping 
it free to cut open the leg of the next guard from knee to ankle, avoiding his armour. 

She was at a disadvantage here. She was wearing none, and though the guards were 
only lightly armoured, believing they were merely escorting a prisoner towards death, they 
were also armed, skilled, and thought that it was them or her. 

She dropped backwards to the ground as another spear stabbed through the space, 
cutting her hair and forehead as it grazed passed. She rolled, and used both arms to 
launch herself backwards into the air, flipping to land behind the guard with the sword 
across their throat. 

She ripped the sword through them, and shoved them in the way of one guard, as she 
turned to the next, failing as something sharp cut down in her shoulder, lodging in the 
bone. 

She dropped the sword from her useless arm, grabbing behind blindly with the other 
and latching onto the neck of a piece of armour and sending the guard flying with a heave. 

She dodged another sword as she gingerly reached behind and tore the axe free from 
her back. She spun it in her good hand, glaring around at the fast closing guards. She 
didn’t have much of a chance here, they were succeeding in cornering her. 

“Stop you bloody fools!” A voice cried, “For fuck’s sake, stop!” 

Cristata sighed with relief and dropped the axe, falling to her knees as Cyanus ran 
across the field, shoving through the guards to stand in front of her, “You idiots! She just 
saved the princess’ life!” 

The guards looked around in confusion, and Cyanus pointed to another battle, hap¬ 
pening on the edge of the arena, “We are under attack! Fallback, and go save our king!” 
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The guards turned and sprinted away. Cyanus looked down at her and shook his head, 
“You’re lucky I got here.” 

She nodded tiredly, wincing as she began to feel the pain from her injuries more clearly. 
More injuries than she had ever taken in battle before. Yet, fewer than she had thought 
she would receive. 

Cyanus held out a hand, “Come on, we need to get you moving. This isn’t over. They’re 
trying to break through the gladiator pens as well.” 

“Into.” Cristata replied, glaring at him, “Brassia.” 

Cyanus helped her limp towards the pen, but she stopped him to pick up a sword, and 
then nodded firmly, trying to signal to him that he would need to fight sooner rather than 
later. 

She hoped he was better than those she had just killed. 


“Secure the princess!” A soldier roared as she was placed gently on the bed. Guards 
and soldiers swirled around her like a sea, standing at doorways and windows, barking 
orders and information between them. 

They had been followed to the palace, but whoever it was hadn’t attacked yet. They 
were taking their time, looking for a window of opportunity to eliminate her. These were 
not the amateurs that had attacked before. This was a fighting force. 

The doctor ducked through the melee, arriving at her side, and tearing the dress open. 
He placed a wet rag against her and she winced, biting her lip as she felt it burn her like 
the sun. It wasn’t water. 

The man opened a case quickly, pulling out a needle and thread, “You’ve reopened 
your wound, your highness. I don’t have time to wait for an anaesthetic to take effect, you 
may need to run.” 

Syringa looked at him pleadingly, and then nodded, “Do what you must.” 

He held out a small and rose-smelling piece of wood, and she gently inserted it into her 
mouth, and gave him a firm nod, as she felt Laminae grab her hand on the other side. 

The needle pierced her skin, and her eyes watered. She bit down with a small howl, 
struggling to keep herself still. The doctor didn’t complain, and moved quickly, adapting 
to her movements expertly. 

She felt the skin pull tight, feeling wet and sticky, as well as the grid of stitches against 
it. The doctor placed a wrap around her quickly, feeding it through the hole in her dress 
and around her, pulling it tight enough it hurt to breathe. 

She opened and shut her mouth gently, holding out the piece of wood. The man took 
it, and remained crouched beside her bed. She seriously hoped that she wouldn’t need him 
again, but this felt more intense than she was hoping. 

“The king is secured.” A guard reported from the doorway, and the soldier in charge 
turned to the doctor, “Can she be moved?” 

“Yes, but it isn’t a good idea.” The man said, “If you have to.” 

“She’s not safe here.” The soldier said, looking at her windows with concern, “It’d be 
better if we can get her to the underkeep.” 
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“Not safe, sir!” A soldier barked, “An intruder has pierced the underkeep, in pursuit 
of the king.” 

“Who the hell are these assholes?” The soldier in charge barked, “Fine. We make our 
stand here. How the hallways?” 


Cristata felt the burning in her bones as she cracked open another skull, and nearly fell 
against one of the pillars. Brassia stepped up beside her, slamming another figure through 
the pillar with brutal overkill. “What the fuck do they want, Narcissian?” 

“You.” She breathed out tiredly, blocking a blow with her sword before she plunged 
her sword into the attacker’s heart, wrenching it free as the man looked at her in disbelief. 

The gladiator picked up a piece of the pillar and swung it like a club, “Me? What the 
heck did I do to deserve this?” 

“It’s Dianthus.” She hissed stabbing another through the foot before releasing the sword 
and repeatedly punching the man in the face. She grabbed the sword again and slashed it 
upright, cutting him apart. 

“Shit. Is this a coup?” 

Cristata laughed, “Give the man a fucking prize.” 

“Asphodel, then.” Brassia said as he lifted a figure, wrenching both arms out of their 
sockets before headbutting the disabled figure to the ground and stomping on their skull. 

She nodded as she slit another throat, and glanced towards the doorway where the 
attackers were spilling through at the gladiators. Some were down already. Most of the 
injured hadn’t stood a chance. Cyanus was out cold, but his chest was still moving for 
now. 

“We have to break through.” Cristata ordered, “Or they’ll keep coming.” 

“How the fuck do we do that?” Brassia roared, “Not like we’re making any progress 
here, Narcissian!” 

She smiled grimly, feeling the pain in her shoulder and leg. She was brittle at this point, 
he was a better fighter than she was. Too many injuries to make a mad dash through them. 

There was however, a different approach. If they couldn’t break through, then they 
needed to do the same towards the enemy. It wasn’t going to be bloodless, they’d lose part 
of their numbers. 

And whoever did it. 

“Shit.” Cristata swore, “Get everyone into the arena, Brassia.” 

“You are kidding me.” He complained, already issuing orders to pull back, “Are you 
that insane?” 

She grinned as she cut down another figure, feeling the spray of blood against her face, 
“I am Narcissian.” 
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“There’s been a sighting of an army by the north wall.” One of the soldiers whispered 
to the commander, trying not to let her hear and be concerned. So this wasn’t just an 
assassination. 

This was a full-blown invasion. 

Syringa winced, “Where is Lord Dianthus? Where is our army?” 

“No one has seen him.” The soldier in charge replied, “The army is spread out trying 
to contain fires that have been set by these bastards. Apologies, your highness.” 

“Consider Dianthus a traitor.” She ordered, “No benefit of the doubt. See him, cut him 
down. I take responsibility.” 

The soldier nodded grimly, “I don’t disagree. The attack is too coordinated. They knew 
where our patrols were.” 

“The attack on the arena is him.” Syringa said confidently, “Trying to destroy my 
property, not because the gladiators would be able to help. We need to signal Eastend for 
help.” 

“It’ll take them two days to get here.” The soldier in charge retorted, “By then, we 
could all be dead.” 

“Do it.” She ordered, “Or we will be dead in three. Also send a messenger to the flour 
mill. Order him, by my name, to flood the city.” 

“What?” The man asked in confusion, “How does the mill flood a city?” 

“Preparations have been made.” Syringa replied, “Just do it.” 

It was a last ditch emergency method that she wasn’t entirely sure would work or was 
fully implemented yet. However the mill had been linked into the sewer system, and should 
be able to cause it to back up across the entire city. 

The underkeep was built with the plan in mind, but the work at the mill hadn’t been 
completed under previous kings. She could only hope that it had been completed under 
her father, and that he’d failed to inform her that it was done. 

If it worked, then the fires would be contained, and the influx of soldiers into the city 
would be slowed. The danger for the already injured was high, but if this was an invasion, 
then it was a tool that needed to be turned against the enemy. 

She breathed out, squeezing her eyes shut as another wave of pain hit, knocking her 
flat onto the bed. She wasn’t in any condition to deal with any of this. She needed to take 
the time to recover, but there was an army on her doorstep. 

“We... Need... A parley...” She said weakly, struggling to stay awake. The man nodded, 
and turned to issue her orders. Where the hell was her father in all of this? He should 
have been organising it. She hoped she wasn’t getting in his way. 


It was difficult to breathe. Her chest was squeezed against the rock, and the air was 
full of dust and sand. Yet, she was somehow alive after caving the gladiator pen in on her 
own head. 

She could still hear distant fighting, and Brassia’s voice rising across the storm to coor¬ 
dinate the gladiators. Yet, it was getting further and further away. That or her hearing was 
failing. She could feel blood leaking from one of her ears, which was almost as concerning 
as being buried under the rubble. 
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If history told her anything, then she wasn’t getting out of this on her own. She was 
trapped, and would probably die down here. It would be slow and painful, unless she 
managed to make the situation worse and cause the rubble to finish crushing her. 

Yet, it wasn’t in her nature to give in. 

She wished that she could accept defeat as easily as everyone in this country seemed 
to be able to. Life would be a lot less stressful, and a lot more fulfilling, if failure was 
something that could be forgotten. 

She was the Failure of Thunbergia. That was a title that history might forget, but 
no one that her conscience ever would. She had marched in battle, trying to live up to 
the standard of the woman she had loved, and had destroyed that memory by falling to 
Asphodel. 

She had tainted the very thing she wanted to celebrate, through her overconfidence. 
Her stubborn belief that Narcissus was better than Asphodel. That Narcissian soldiers 
would never turn and run, even against overwhelming odds. 

She had been wrong. 

The moment that Asphodel had broken through the lines, chaos had erupted. Soldiers 
who had learned to fight their entire lives had broken ranks and fled for the hills. Becoming 
traitors and exiles rather than standing to face the possibility of death. 

Every single one of those failures was her own, as their commander. 

Whilst she may have saved on that was beloved of the gods, she had not yet come close 
to repaying the debt of her life. She did not expect to be chosen by her god in death. He 
would turn and walk away from her in shame. 

Her name would not be unknown, but a source of deep regret. 

Cristata glared into the darkness, coughing as she began to feel what little movement 
she did have. A few fingers on her left hand could move, pushing and pulling small rocks 
around a larger one. 


Syringa woke up with a gasp, sweat rolling off her frigid body. She saw the soldiers 
crouched around her, silent but alert, and flicked her eyes around to find someone to 
explain. 

Laminae moved up quietly to her ear, “Someone is in the hallway.” 

She could hear them, if she focused. A shuffling footfall, as if they were injured and 
limping. They didn’t seem to be getting closer, but going around and around in a circle, 
without saying anything or seeking anyone out. 

By the looks of thing, someone had attack the room whilst she was out. She could see 
broken glass, and one of the soldiers was on the ground, an arrow sticking out of his eye. 

Yet, it was also dark. All bets rested on the Eastend forces being able to get to the city 
in time, and being enough of a threat for the army to back down or come to the table for 
negotiations. 

If she, her father, and her brother were all dead, then the point became moot. Things 
were shifting from surviving a surprise attack, to surviving at all. If the city had flooded, 
and she saw no flames in the reflection of her windows, then the army would be cautious. 
Sending another group of assassins was the move that made the most sense. 
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The movement outside the door stopped, as a crack echoed in the hall. 

She didn’t want to speculate about what had just happened. Every idea that crossed 
her mind was a terrifying thought. If it had been a guard, and someone had just killed 
him, then that someone was still out there. 

Except now, she couldn’t hear them. 

The soldier in charge shifted with a creak of leather, his face grim and silent. She would 
have to learn his name if she made it through this. He had adapted quickly to the change 
of circumstances, from a quiet execution to an invasion. 

The door boomed as knuckles rapped on it, and she bit her hand to stop from screaming 
out in shock and horror. The soldier in charge seemed to roll the possibilities over one last 
time, and then positioned three guards around the door, and eased it open, aiming a lance 
towards whoever had knocked. 

A bloodied figure was reflected in the starlight, tall and broad, filling out the entire 
doorway. He was dripping with the red liquid, and scars criss-crossed almost every inch of 
his chest. 

She breathed a sigh of relief, “Brassia.” 

The gladiator ducked his head to walk inside, and closed the door behind him quickly, 
whilst the guards continued to aim their weapons at him. He smiled at her, “You survived. 
Thank the gods.” 

The soldier in charge gestured, “How are you here, slave?” 

“The arena was attacked.” Brassia whispered, “Cristata caved in the gladiator pen, 
giving us long enough to reform our ranks, and break through. We came directly here, 
but hit a few problems along the way. There are enemy patrols in the city. Soldiers from 
Asphodel.” 

“Who is we?” 

“A dozen gladiators.” Brassia answered, “Most are currently below, in the underkeep. 
Two more outside this door.” 

The soldier lowered the lance slowly, “What did you find in the underkeep?” 

“The king is dead.” Brassia stated it bluntly, making her gasp. “The entire room... 
Someone took them apart, piece by piece. I don’t know how, but the door was open when 
we got there.” 

The soldier cursed quietly, “An insider. Dianthus.” 

The gladiator shrugged, “Look, if the princess can be moved, then we have a way out, 
but it won’t stay that way. There’s a tunnel beneath the arena, which leads to the outside, 
beneath the south gate.” 

The soldier shook his head, “Were you thinking of escaping, slave?” 

“No.” Brassia answered firmly, “But I am, now. Be thankful I didn’t raise the alarm 
when I killed those who dug the tunnel, or there would be no way out of the city. The 
tunnel isn’t complete, but we should be able to break through. That’s the only reason it 
hasn’t been found.” 

Syringa nodded, “He’s right. If my father is dead, then the city has been taken. We 
don’t know friend from foe. I vouch for him. Brassia would never betray me.” 

The soldier sighed, “Begging your pardon, my lady, but he’s a trained killer who has 
spent most of his life as a slave. How can I be certain of your safety?” 

“I came here, I didn’t leave.” Brassia sneered, “There is no price I would pay to betray 
the princess. None.” 


3 



Oleeae & Taenio 


54 


“He loves me.” Syringa shrugged, “So, yeah. He’s on our side. We have to go... But I 
doubt I’ll be able to stay awake in the move.” 

The doctor spoke up timidly, “Mm... Moving the princess... Could kill her. Her wound 
has become septic.” 

Brassia winced, “Shit. I can’t protect you here. From what I saw outside, they’re getting 
ready to burn out the palace.” 

“Makes sense.” The soldier nodded, “Fine. My life is probably forfeit. You two, carry 
the princess. Brassia, you’re on point. Nice and quiet. We can’t protect her and flee. We’ve 
taken too many losses.” 

The gladiator nodded. 

“One last thing.” Syringa said quietly, “Cristata fell when the pen collapsed, didn’t 
she?” 

“Yes.” Brassia said with regret, “She saved us.” 

“Always the bloody hero.” Syringa said angrily. 


A stone beneath her shifted and Cristata flinched, knowing that she had made a mis¬ 
take. She was attempting to dig her way upwards, but unbalancing the pile of stone was 
as dangerous as the collapse itself had been. 

She waited, holding her breath, but nothing more happened. She breathed a sigh of 
relief into the sand and dust, before she felt something grab her and she was yanked 
downwards as the rubble suddenly fell. 

Stones struck her from every direction, grinding her between them as she plunged 
into the unknown. She hissed in pain and fear as she felt the cuts and bruises appearing 
everywhere. The shock as rocks repeatedly struck against her head. 

Then she felt light for a moment, before a rough stone struck her in the face. She felt 
her cheek torn open, and blood pouring from the wound. Her head spun in the absolute 
darkness as she felt her strength draining away. 

She forced herself to move, finding she had the space to sit up before she vomited from 
the strain. She leaned on her hands, coughing retching, tasting blood as she did. 

She didn’t know if she’d found just an air pocket, or if the floor had collapsed and sent 
her somewhere else. She might be in a room, though that wouldn’t be a guarantee that 
she had access to a door. 

She could probably put together a small flame with some of the things hidden on her 
person, but fire would eat away at the air, and she didn’t know how much of that she had. 
However if she went crawling around she risked causing another collapse before she found 
anything out. 

She’d bleed out if she didn’t do anything. 

She groped around, moving slowly and flinching at every groan of the floor. Her fingers 
stubbed across the surface, building a map in her mind. The floor was some kind of wooden 
surface, and there were sacks of dry rice. 

She tore a strip from one, tying it into a loose mask against her face. Mostly to help 
with the breathing, rather than the blood that quickly soaked into the surface, sticking 
the threads against her face in a way that was going to hurt when she removed it. 
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There was no door, probably buried behind the pile of stone she had drifted in on. 
However a tap discovered that one of the walls was wooden instead of stone, suggesting 
another room next door. She couldn’t find any easy leverage points between the slats, 
leaving only one option. 

She staggered upright, cursing out each of her individual injuries, but especially the 
cracked ribs. She leaned a fist flat against the wall as she struggled to get enough air, 
feeling every muscle twitching and on the edge of giving out. 

She punched it hard, feeling the wood unyielding, and fell into her old practice. Her 
knuckles crashed against the material, leaving no gap between one strike to the next as 
her breathing became heavier. 

A roar ripped from her throat as she felt herself on the edge of giving out. 

The wood cracked. 


The group froze, holding their breath as they heard a group walking down a nearby 
hallway of the palace. Syringa was dizzy and barely holding on, but the familiarity of the 
hushed voices snapped her to attention. 

Voices carry in a place like this, allowing her to hear them clearly. 

“Father was a fool who got what he deserved.” Oleeae stated firmly, “But I’m afraid 
my sister wasn’t quite as stupid. They haven’t found her yet. An empty bedroom, and a 
half dozen of your friends dead.” 

Taenio complained, loudly, “Aw, bloody hell. I was looking forward to that. Can’t be 
helped, she was always a smart little bitch.” 

“I promise you that you’ll be able to choke the life out of her yourself.” Oleeae reassured 
him, “They’ll find her. Those idiots who stabbed her the other day instead of shooting her 
have done us a favour. She won’t get far like that, even with help.” 

“I hope so.” Taenio replied, “But I can settle for abusing her dead little body. It’s all 
the same, at the end of the day. The city is ours. Even if they tried to flood it.” 

“It’ll be drained by morning.” Oleeae replied, “Father didn’t give that order. I wonder 
if it was an accident or another scheme of my sister. No matter. The flag of Asphodel will 
be lifted high, soon.” 

“After we take Eastend by surprise.” Taenio laughed, “They’ll think that they’ve routed 
us and saved the city, when the rest of the army will charge in from behind. It might not 
be as neat on the day, but they can hardly retake the town and defend against an army 
large enough to besiege it.” 

“The army will fall in line.” Oleeae agreed, “I am the Crown Prince.” 

Their voices faded out as they continued to congratulate each other on their victory, 
as Syringa’s blood boiled. It was the last missing piece she needed to work out what had 
happened. 

There never had been a coup in Asphodel. 

It was all a lie, so that Taenio and Oleeae could set up the unease they would need to 
get the king to retreat to a closed space, thinking that he was safe. Right where his son 
could betray him and take the crown. 

Her half-brother had schemed to take the kingdom by force, even allying with an enemy 
nation and handing it over, just so that he could be set up as a puppet in charge. 
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He was even willing to let her get tortured and raped to satisfy the lust of his new 
overlord. 

She was going to make him pay for this. 


Cristata fell through the small hole in the wall awkwardly, cutting her gut open on the 
way. She flinched and fell on her back, pulling out the splinters as she stared at the ceiling 
tiredly. She could stop here for a while. 

She knew that she had air, here. A way out. She wasn’t being hunted as far as she 
knew, but she was battered to all hell. She’d been stabbed, cut, buried alive and in a 
landslide, all within the same day. 

Yet, the will to survive had kept her going. 

Now that she had space to breathe, she wasn’t even sure why she had kept going. She 
was a slave sentenced to die. That wasn’t going to change. She had attacked a free man, 
in fact she had killed free men in the battle after she saved the princess’ life. 

One good deed is not enough to redeem someone, though it might be enough to condemn 
them. 

She didn’t dream of escaping to the countryside. Her honour wouldn’t allow her to 
pretend that she wasn’t owned. It didn’t allow her to craft the lie of a new life, to start 
over. 

She hated herself at times. 

In fact, she hated herself all of the time. She was the perfect example of a Narcissian 
who had the potential to be a great person, and had completely destroyed their own life. 

Someone who is only a failure is easy to pity. Someone who should have been a success 
but turned out to be a failure is worse. You know that they know better, could have done 
better. So pity turns to hatred. 

Failure of Thunbergia. 

She ripped the mask from her mouth, groaning as she tore free some skin from her 
cheek as she did. She tossed the blood-soaked item onto the wooden floor, glaring at it. 
Yet another example of her failures. 

She hadn’t even managed to sacrifice herself successfully. 

“Ssh!” She heard a voice hiss from somewhere nearby, “I think I heard something!” 

“Probably just the stones moving.” Another voice complained, “The storeroom caved 
in, remember? Bloody slaves.” 

“No. It was a voice.” The first insisted, and she sighed as she saw the door creeping 
open. A guard in a black uniform was silhouetted in the doorway, holding a lantern out 
in one hand, and a lance in the other. 

He stared as he saw her lying on the ground, and the hole in the wall behind her, 
“Uh...” 

She sat up on her elbows, and raised an eyebrow. The guard closed the door slowly, 
and the voice spoke, “Well?” 

“It was nothing. Sorry.” 
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She collapsed onto her back, considering what he must have seen by the dim light, and 
smiled as she thought of the bloodied and battered body he must have seen. Something 
that had terrified him. 

Footsteps faded as they continued on their rounds, and she forced herself to her feet. 
She had taken the indulgence of a rest, and nearly died for it, but it seemed the gods still 
weren’t done with her. 


Syringa was lowered against the wall, as she heard the sound of mining picks up ahead, 
the clank of metal on stone. The soldier in charge crouched in front of her, “They’re nearly 
through. How are you coping, your highness?” 

“I hate my life.” She sat weakly, and touched her side, feeling the wetness, but not 
blood. “I’m leaking puss, and barely staying awake. I need a doctor, and rest. Somewhere 
safe where I won’t be moved any more.” 

The man nodded grimly, “I understand. We’re doing our best, but Eastend is at least 
another day and a half out. Even their fastest riders are still a day away. Until you’re with 
them, and don’t think you’ll be safe.” 

“She’ll be dead if we keep this up.” The doctor said, crouching beside her and lifting 
her arm out of the way, “So think of something.” 

“Village.” She breathed out raggedly, “Half a day south. We get... Most of our rice 
through... Them.” 

The soldier nodded, “Agreed. Though I don’t know if we can defend it if we’re found 
there. Most of the slaves will probably scatter once this tunnel is open. A half dozen 
soldiers, a handful of guards. We’ll have to hide.” 

Syringa smiled weakly, “We’ll have to bribe someone... To shelter... Us.” 

She squealed and bit her hand, eyes watering, as she felt the doctor begin to clean her 
wound. The man grunted an apology whilst she wondered if his skill really was worth his 
disrespect. 

Brassia approached from further down, carrying a lantern, “We’re about to break 
through. When we do, wait a moment. I will lead the gladiators. We’ll distract any¬ 
one who might notice us, and circle back. The others will disappear once we’ve caused a 
distraction.” 

“South.” Syringa told him, and the gladiator nodded grimly, “I will find you, my lady. 
Ready to play your part, soldier?” 

The man stood up and held out a hand, “Godspeed, slave.” 


Getting out of the arena appeared to be the easy part. Cristata leaned against a wall in 
the shadows, as she fashioned an abandoned cane into a crutch of sorts so that she could 
take the pressure off her damaged leg. 

Two patrols had gone by since she’d emerged into the streets. All of them wearing the 
black uniforms of Asphodel, which meant that there hadn’t been a rebellion. Asphodel 
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itself had planned the attack, which made more sense than Narcissus striking back against 
Asphodel with a bunch of slaves. 

She didn’t have the political landscape to know exactly what was happening, but she 
had a feeling that her owner was at the heart of it. Which meant that her next stop was 
going to be the fort where the army trained, and Dianthus slept soundly in a bed of luxury. 

Cristata grinned at the thought, and moved off slowly into the dark. 

It was easy enough to avoid the patrols. Far easier than it should have been in a half- 
flooded city. The guards were sticking exactly to the same routes, carrying torches or 
lanterns, and staying away from the slums. Probably afraid of reprisal attacks, and trying 
not to give the people a reason to fight back. 

If you could convince the free men that their lives weren’t about to change, then they 
would fall in line, no matter how large the lie you gave them. Uncertainty was a greater 
threat than a new lord. Stability was a salve for the heart and mind. 

She leaned on her crutch atop a roof, looking down at the brilliantly lit fort. Sol¬ 
diers here were patrolling, gaming, and exchanging one uniform for another. Getting in 
undetected wasn’t going to happen whilst she was too injured to run. 

That meant she was probably going to have to do something stupid. 

She lowered herself down from the rooftop with a wince, and hobbled towards the 
guards at the entrance. One held up a bright light, “Halt! Who goes there?” 

She eased into the edge of his light and halted, leaning on her makeshift crutch. The 
other spoke, “Holy shit. Is that the Narcissian? How in the blazes is she alive? I heard she 
went down when the pen collapsed.” 

The first growled, “Narcissian?” 

She nodded, and the two seemed to relax somewhat, “She doesn’t speak, right?” 

“Nah, but she’s Dianthus’ slave. Probably came to check in on her master. Is that right, 
Narcissian?” 

She nodded again. 

The one without a light waved her forward, “I’ll escort you.” 

He lead her into a building beneath the wall, and down a hall, before shoving her into 
a dark room and closing the door. He locked it and turned to her with a grin, pulling his 
belt out slowly, “That was stupid, slave.” 

She agreed. 

Her elbow crushed his wind-pipe before he could cry out. She held him, her eyes staring 
unblinking into his as he slowly died, grabbing at her weakly as he tried to do something, 
anything, to her. 

She dragged his body to the side of the door, and crept back out. She hobbled along, 
following the signs of livery until she found the most decorated office, and kicked the door 
with her crutch. 

“Enter.” A firm voice commanded. 

She opened the door and stepped inside, causing a soldier beside it to quickly draw his 
sword in a panic. She smiled and closed the door, looking to the politician sitting behind 
his desk reading reports. 

He looked up and took a double take, staring at her in surprise, “Slave. I had it on 
authority that you died. It seems you only half died. What use do I have for you if you 
are damaged? Take her into the yard and kill her.” 
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She dropped the crutch, grabbing the sword and spinning behind, plunging it through 
the back of the soldier’s neck. She let him fall to the floor and limped over towards the 
man that had owner her, smiling at him sweetly. 

He swallowed nervously, “You’ll never get away with this.” 

She shrugged. 

“What do you want? Your freedom? Your honour demands I free you. Is that it?” 
Dianthus struggled, “I can give you that. I can even get you through the front gate. You 
can disappear, start over.” 

She chuckled softly, and the man stared at her, never having heard the sound before. 
She sighed heavily, “No. No, that isn’t what I want. I am no slave of yours.” 

“Shit. She speaks.” Dianthus swallowed, “What do you want, then?” 

“Nothing.” She shook her head, “There is nothing you have to offer me. You, and the 
Crown Prince, conspired to bring Asphodel here. You attempted to blame my homeland, 
to set the king off-balance.” 

Dianthus’ cheek twitched, “So you’re just here to kill me, then.” 

“No.” She shook her head again, “I am here to remind you of who it was you just 
framed. Word of this will reach Narcissus. You have insulted us. I don’t need kill you, 
I just have to remind you that someone will. You will be defeated, and kneeling before 
someone you simply cannot stop. I have lead a life of softness as a slave in your care. Yet, 
injured and out of practice, I can come and go as I please. Wait until a Narcissian is sent 
to end you. No army will protect you. No alliance will save you. You have made an enemy 
of Narcissus, tonight.” 

The politician glared at her, “Like they could.” 

She laughed softly, and disappeared into the roof. She sat in the darkness as he waved 
a light around desperately, terrified. She waited until he had called for his guards and sat 
down again, convinced that she was gone. 

Then, she lowered herself behind him and whispered in his ear, “Boo.” 

As he swore and grabbed at his chest in terror, she left by the window, skating down 
the edge of the fort’s wall and out of the city. Her actual goal hadn’t been to terrorise him, 
but to confirm it was the Crown Prince who had conspired with Asphodel for the throne. 

If the prince was behind this, then his highest priority would be to contain his half 
sister. The princess was too well loved, and too intelligent, to let roam freely. If she had 
escaped, then mountains of gold would be burned to see her dead. 

Cristata lay in a hidden ditch of grass, listening to the patrols rushing passed, searching 
for her. She wove a few stitches of grass together, creating a nresh-like bandage for her 
cheek, and glued it to her face with the dew from some nearby flowers. It wasn’t permanent, 
but would stop the pain of the wind passing through the hole. 

She waited for the gap in the footsteps, and then rolled out of the ditch and crawled 
through the grass, and into the treeline. As she moved she heard a distant whistle, and 
then the panic of the guards running to kill somebody else. 

Cristata leaned against a tree, watching carefully and grinned as she watched Brassia 
and his gladiators running around, confusing and attacking the soldiers, leading them 
afield as a small group of others made their way to a different treeline. Just like him to 
sacrifice himself for his princess. 
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Syringa breathed a sigh of relief as she saw the distant torchlight of the hunters search¬ 
ing for her. They were far away, and getting further. It seemed that Brassia had successfully 
distracted them for long enough. 

The soldier in charge helped Laminae to half-lift her as they walked through the forest 
quietly, guided by two scouts sent ahead to lead them safely. She smiled weakly at him, 
“Thank you.” 

The man nodded, “It is my duty, your highness.” 

“What is your name?” 

The man smiled, “Orphrys, your highness.” 

She nodded and sighed, “I will remember it, though I don’t know how much longer 
that title will be safe to use. My brother will seek my death. If we are to hide, I can no 
longer be a princess.” 

The man struggled, conflicted. He nodded hesitantly, “I... Comprehend. Your highness.” 

“Old habits.” She laughed quietly, and looked to her other side, “Don’t think I’ve 
forgotten you, Laminae. My faithful servant, through thick and thin. I am as grateful as 
ever.” 

The woman nodded quietly, and frowned, “I will have to find some chains, if I am to 
continue to serve you. These symbols are too well known. The porcelain of a royal slave.” 

Syringa nodded, and breathed out a heavy sigh. She might be about to escape death, 
but it was going to dog her steps. Her entire life had just fallen apart, and all because of 
the asshole who she had been raised beside. 

“I was disappointed to hear of the fall of the Narcissian.” Orphrys offered, “She was a 
woman of not inconsiderable skill.” 

“She was the strongest of us.” Syringa said, her voice choking, “She... She went to her 
death, unafraid. She... She saved the gladiators. Like she saved me. Saved me, knowing... 
Knowing it was going to get her killed.” 

The man went silent, and Syringa felt herself crying again, her chest heaving. She 
couldn’t help herself. All she could do was remember those eyes as the woman whispered 
that she loved her. Knowing that she hadn’t. 

Cristata had given her life for someone that she owed nothing. A woman who had 
used her position of authority to manipulate and abuse her. Yet, when the time came, she 
hadn’t hesitated. She had saved her, and then died. 

It wasn’t fair. 

The gods guided the world around her, protecting her. Yet they cared not for the pawns 
that they used. They allowed the destruction of a woman who was deeply and perfectly 
flawed, to protect one who didn’t even know if she could do what would be needed of her. 

She didn’t know if she could beat Oleeae, and if she couldn’t, then she would have to 
fade into the life of an ordinary woman. She would have to learn how to cook and clean. 
How to wash herself. 

“Do not be afraid. We are with you.” The soldier in charge said firmly, “I’ll send 
someone to meet Eastend’s riders soon. Once we have you out of harm’s way. With their 
backing, you’ll be safe.” 

“I don’t care about that.” She replied, “I miss... Cristata. Oh, shit. Eastend isn’t going 
to back me. Oleeae spent part of his childhood there. Whatever lie that little shit spins, 
they’ll believe.” 

“We will protect you, no matter the cost.” Orphrys stated firmly. 
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“Catasetum.” Laminae said quickly, “Once you have recovered, we will get you there. 
They’ve remained neutral between Narcissus, Asphodel and Linnaeus. You will be able to 
shelter there safely.” 

It was a decent idea, but spelled out the grim road ahead of them. 

Orphrys held up a hand, “Stop. We’re being followed.” 

Syringa was placed on the ground, as the guards spread out into the trees, circling 
rapidly. She looked into the semi-darkness, praying fearfully as she waited to hear or see 
the results. 

A shadow detached from a tree directly beside her, and she breathed in sharply, trying 
not to scream. The rough brown tunic of the soldier was familiar, but it didn’t fit. 

The figure put a finger to his lips, and Laminae agreed reluctantly. 

The soldier crouched, and nodded at her, “You’re injured, princess.” 

She smiled grimly, hating the fact that the soldier both had the drop on them and 
knew exactly who she was, “An Asphodellian blade.” 

“I am late.” The man replied, “I apologise. There was some debate among my people 
as to whether or not I should respond to the letter. However, I swear now, to protect 
you until I receive the order to retreat, by the one who called me here. If they have not 
survived, then I will replace them by your side for the rest of your days.” 

She stared, “Letter? Who sent for you?” 

The man laughed softly, his green eyes twinkling, “The Last Consort, of course. He 
feared for your safety, and believed that Asphodel were about to make motions to bring 
the harm of false accusation against our people.” 

Syringa’s jaw dropped, “Cristata? She’s still saving me?” 

The man stood up, holding up a hand as Orphrys went to charge in, “I am not hear 
to fight you, soldier. I have been given orders to protect the princess.” 

Orphrys glared, “The Narcissian was a traitor to your people.” 

“True.” The man nodded, “The Last Consort would not be permitted to return to the 
homeland, even now. However he is still a hero to our people. Almost as great as the Tenth 
himself.” 

“Orphrys.” Syringa snapped, “Lower your sword. You can’t fight a Narcissian. Espe¬ 
cially not when they aren’t alone.” 

The man chuckled, “She’s sharp. The others will help protect us in the forest, but will 
proceed no further. Let us go, the night is young, and the enemy plentiful. I know the 
doctor in the southern village, which is, I assume, your destination.” 

“Yes.” Syringa said as Laminae helped her back to her feet, “What is your name, 
Narcissian?” 

“Name’s are private things.” The man replied, “They are earned, when respect is 
earned. My title is Third Fleet, as I am the third fastest of my tribe.” 

Syringa accepted it, wondering why Cristata had given up her name to Laminae so 
easily. Had she simply given up on the rule? Or was it different because she was seen as a 
failure to the rest of the Narcissians? 


Cristata looked up as she leaned against the tree, out of breath, and smiled at the blue 
eyes she saw looking down at her. The soldier dropped from the tree, onto one knee. 
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She shook her head, and the soldier stood uncomfortably, “Last Consort. We received 
your letter. Unfortunately there was some debate. Only one warrior has been given to 
protect the princess for this insult, but under your orders.” 

She nodded, understanding, “Who was it, Second Cub?” 

“Third Fleet.” He nodded, and waved into the trees, “They are being escorted south. 
Do I tell them of your presence?” 

“Not yet.” She sighed, “I might still get myself killed. There’s three Asphodellians 
following. You don’t have orders to do anything more than protect, so it’s on me to 
intervene.” 

The man nodded and paused, “Your vow... Is it complete? Or do you shame us further?” 

“I saved the princess from a group of assassins.” Cristata replied simply, and the sol¬ 
dier relaxed visibly, “It is good to hear that, Last Consort. I was among those who felt 
heartbroken when you became known as a failure. I have served you often.” 

She touched the tattoo branded into her shoulder, thinking of her homeland again, 
and smiled softly, “Home will still know me as a failure, even now. However, she must 
be cautious. Asphodel’s hunger will not be sated with Linnaeus, and I cannot protect her 
from here.” 

“The General Architect is drawing up plans.” Second Cub stated, “However, it will be 
difficult to protect without provoking an attack. Drawing a sword on a bear is not the 
wisest of positions.” 

Cristata shook her head, agreeing. She leaned off the tree, and began to shuffle forward 
on her crutch, “Look out for the Catasetus. He has a bad temper, and the skills of a Cub. 
He is also, not entirely, without virtue.” 

It was the most she could do for Brassia. Her people were here to carry out their orders, 
nothing more. If the gladiator made the mistake of attacking one of them, then he’d end 
up dead in no short order. 

She grinned as she picked up the trail of the first assassin. 


“It’s not much.” The village doctor stated, as he showed them into his hut, a room 
centred around a fireplace. “But you should be at least somewhat comfortable, here, for a 
time.” 

Syringa smiled at him gratefully, “Thank you, for your kindness.” 

He shrugged, and pointed to a mat on the floor, “Why don’t you lie down, whilst your 
doctor and I discuss what we can do for you?” 

She winced, holding her side as she lay beside the fire, shivering despite the heat blasting 
in her face. Laminae crouched behind her, waiting patiently as she always did. 

Syringa rolled onto her back, and took her hand, squeezing it gently. Right now, they 
needed to know where they stood. Everyone needed to not just be her slaves are a military 
unit guarding her. They needed to be a family. 

Orphrys sat down across the fireplace, rubbing his hands, “So, do you think it was just 
luck the Narcissian found us when he did?” 

She sighed, glaring over at him, “Of course not. He was tracking a threat that got close 
enough he felt the need to intervene. That’s the only reason you heard anything at all.” 


62 



63 


Oleeae Sz Taenio 


The man they were speaking about unwound the scarf from his face, and dropped back 
the hood. Which caused the rest of the motley band to stare in surprise as she let down 
her expanse of brilliant red hair. 

Syringa laughed softly, “All the best ones are girls, aren’t they?” 

“The best warriors.” The Narcissian said with a hint of amusement. “It is also quite 
fun to watch the reaction.” 

“Cristata had the same smile.” Syringa shook her head, “It must be a Narcissian thing.” 

“She’s my sister.” Third Fleet shrugged, “As much as I dislike living in her shadow all 
the time. Even exiled, her legend dwarfs me.” 

Syringa stared over at her excitedly, “A sister. I never did ask her about family.” 

“She would say she had none.” Third Fleet replied, “She was exiled. We’re all supposed 
to forget that she ever existed. That is the law... But the law was not made with a national 
hero in mind. It isn’t her title anymore, all of them were revoked... But did you know my 
sister was once called the Narcissian? The Narcissian. The champion of the throne.” 

Syringa shook her head, “We only spoke once, properly spoke. Yes and no questions 
can only get you so far. You must have been very proud of her.” 

“Proud, jealous.” Third Fleet shrugged, “Two sides of the one coin. You are fascinated 
by my sister. I cannot say I am astonished, but I am curious. How did she catch your 
attention?” 

Syringa blushed, “I... I’m a fan of the arena. I watched her first fight. She was... Like 
nobody else. Faster, smarter. She knew how to play the battlefield in her favour. Brutally 
effective.” 

Third Fleet laughed, “Yes, yes that sounds like her. Without mercy. You congratulate 
her, and she just stares at you blankly. Just doing her duty, nothing more.” 

Syringa sighed heavily, and shook her head, “Yes. That was her. A hero until the end, 
even if she didn’t need to be.” 

Third Fleet held up a hand, “Before you start weeping, I very much doubt my sister is 
dead. A pile of rock fell on her. Do you know how she was taken captive, at Thunbergia?” 

“No.” 

“The army was routed. Attack on three sides, and contained. Some turned and ran, 
and the lines fell apart.” The disgust at the cowardice was plain in Third Fleet’s voice, 
“However, the commander, and her two others, didn’t fall. They stayed and fought. When 
someone finally managed to put an arrow through her chest, and put her down, my sister 
had personally killed thirty of the Asphodellians.” 

Syringa remembered the scar, “She showed me. Is that what that was? That must have 
been... Deeply personal. I shouldn’t have pushed for her to show me a scar.” 

“You made her show you a scar.” Third Fleet’s voice dropped, “Well. Can’t be helped, 
your only Linnaean.” 

“What did I make her do?” 

“You asked to see a failure.” Third Fleet stated, voice grating, “As you can imagine, a 
Narcissian doesn’t take that well. Especially not if they’ve earned the title of Failure.” 

Syringa flinched, “Well. I really hope she doesn’t hate my existence. I... Guess I should 
admit it. I have a crush on her. But... I am not as confident as you are that she survived. 
She’s still human. She got hurt, before all of this... So... I... I want to... Hope... But...” 

She ran out of words as the tears started. The Narcissian looked at her in surprise, 
“A... What you are... And a slave. How exactly does that work?” 
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“It doesn’t.” She shook her head, “I wasn’t even... Going to be allowed to have her. 
Not even sometimes. I... I wanted her. All for myself.” 

Third Fleet cocked her head, “And my sister? Did she feel the same about you?” 

“No.” Syringa winced, “No, she didn’t. But... That once she spoke to me... She said 
she would pretend. That’s what I have. My last memories of her.” 

“Shit.” Third Fleet swore shaking her head, “So... I know her better than you, obviously. 
My sister is stubborn, but slow. If she doesn’t want to believe something, then she won’t. 
Or she’ll pretend she doesn’t, whilst acting the complete opposite. I have to tell you... She 
liked you. Probably felt like she was betraying... Someone. A memory.” 

“The Tenth.” Syringa gave a brief smile, “Who I believe was also a national hero. An 
amazing warrior.” 

“All the good ones are girls.” Third Fleet grinned, “But yeah. The Tenth was... Some¬ 
thing else. She made my sister look like a child in a fight, most of the time. That’s why 
she got called the Tenth. Her own name became her title, because there was... Nobody... 
Like her. And yes, you should be feeling jealous.” 

Syringa shook her head, “Not jealous. Sad. Without her, I never would have met 
Cristata. And I would probably edge on soiling myself if I met her across battle lines, 
or even the dinner table. Your people are terrifying. But... It hurts to know someone so 
great, was killed. Especially by my family.” 

“My sister can be cruel. She killed your mother.” Third Fleet shrugged, “Let’s leave it 
at that.” 

“Not my mother, but yes. She can be cruel.” Syringa agreed, “And just to make you 
squirm, your sister is cruel even in bed. No mercy.” 

“Gross!” Third Fleet through up her hands, “Oh, oh I did not need that image in my 
head! Bloody hell. Why couldn’t you let me believe the lie that my sister has never slept 
with anyone?” 

“Despite the Tenth.” 

“Yes.” Third Fleet snapped, “I... Ew. So much ew. Moving right along. Uh... How do 
you know her name? Did someone torture it out of her?” 

Syringa looked at Laminae, “She told you. What did you ask her?” 

“No, my lady.” She shook her head, “A guard in the prison gave us the name. She 
wrote her name down for him, and he passed it on to us.” 

Third Fleet blinked, “Huh. That’s weird. I wonder why she did that. Though, I suppose 
if you have slept with my sister, I may as well tell you mine. Make being family official.” 

“She was a slave.” Syringa replied, “She didn’t exactly... Get a choice.” 

“But she liked you.” Third Fleet shrugged, “Which, whilst I don’t exactly bend that 
way, I can understand. Even if you are stuck up. The name is Barleria.” 

“Pretty.” Syringa smiled at her, and the warrior glared, “That is not the appropriate 
response.” 

The door knocked, and the entire room looked up in fear. 

Orphrys stood up, drawing his sword and putting it behind his back as moved over 
towards the door. The village doctor went to say something, and then thought better of 
it. 

The soldier cracked open the door, glaring, and then opened it all the way, staring in 
shock. As did everyone else, as the woman limped into the room slowly, thumping on a 
tree fork tied to a walking cane. 
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Syringa ignored the agony as she launched to her feet, running over and grabbing her 
by the shoulders, staring, “Please tell me Pm not hallucinating, I’m sort of sick.” 

The woman smiled softly and stroked her cheek, and then dragged her into a hug. 
Syringa burst into tears in the warmth, squeezing herself against the woman as she tried 
not to wail. She knew she was probably embarrassing her, but she didn’t care. 

Syringa felt a pat on her back and let go reluctantly, glaring, “We will talk about this. 
Anyways, I believe you know... Barleria.” 

Third Fleet stood up uncertainly, “Shit. You got rough up.” 

Syringa could only stare. She wanted to grab her and hold her, but she felt like she 
might break her. There was a bandage on her cheek, her entire body was covered in grit 
and blood. Her leg was swollen. 

Cristata brushed her cheek again, glaring at her pointedly. 

Syringa glared right back, “What? Am I not allowed to worry about you? You had a 
building collapse on you.” 

The warrior grinned, and waved at a doctor, sitting down by the edge of the fire with 
difficulty. Third Fleet sat back down, and waved, “So, sit down beside your girlfriend.” 

Cristata glowered daggers at her. 

Syringa sat down beside her, wincing and holding her side as she did, “Sorry. I wanted 
to shut her up. So I may have told her we slept together. I did tell her you didn’t love 
me.” 

The Narcissian rolled her eyes, as the doctor crouched beside her, peeling open the 
bandage on her cheek slowly, causing Syringa’s eyes to water. There was a giant gaping 
hole, ragged flesh around it, where her cheek should be. 

Third Fleet sighed heavily, “You chose a tearful one. Just like dad. Bloody hell.” 

“Shut. Up.” Cristata growled, her voice hoarse. Her sister laughed, and leaned back, 
shaking her feet by the flames. Syringa tucked a strand of hair behind one ear as the 
doctor looked at her swollen leg, tempted to kiss her cheek. 

“Do it. Just kiss already.” 

Cristata glared, “Silence, Fleet.” 

“Third, now.” Barleria stated, “Just so you’re up to speed. Pardon the pun.” 

Cristata looked down, “Because of me. I’m sorry.” 

“No, because other people kept training whilst I sat on my ass.” Third Fleet stated, 
“We still talk about you. I know it’s against the law, but... People miss you, sister. Miss 
the way you fought for us. Protected us. Inspired us to be better.” 

She sighed heavily, and looked at the doctor pointedly. The man looked up at her, 
“You have cracked... Most of your ribs. Fractured your leg in three places. Torn a gaping 
hole in your cheek. I can help, but I can’t heal you. The cheek will scar, with time, but 
it won’t close over. The rest... That depends. On whether you expect to ever be able to 
fight again.” 

“You were followed.” Cristata stated, “It took me some time to deal with the tail. 
Hence why I am so late. Brassia is sleeping in the stable. He is heavier than he looks.” 

Syringa grinned at her, “You saved him, didn’t you? He is going to be mad about that. 
So mad. Thank you.” 

The doctor stood up slowly, “So... I’m getting the feeling that even though you look 
like a horse kicked you half to death, you are still a formidable assassin. Whilst you’re 
under my roof, you will keep that in check.” 
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Cristata glared at him, and gave a small nod. 

Syringa winced, “And thank you not for losing your temper over that insult.” 

Third Fleet smiled up at them, “So, big sister. Are you going to kiss her yet, or not? 
Doctor is probably about to put her under the knife, right?” 

“Yes and no.” The man replied, “We do need to deal with your injury. Mostly cleaning 
and rewrapping it.” 

Syringa stood up, wincing, before lying back down on the mat, “Give her a break. She 
had a building fall on her. And... Me. I still can’t... Believe you’re alive.” 

Cristata glared across the fireplace, “I spoke to the Cub. Fleet knew I survived, and 
chose not to tell you.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Third Fleet laughed, “Did you see her face when you walked in 
or not? I couldn’t deprive her of that moment. I did sort of... Kind of suggest you wouldn’t 
be dead. But she’s stubborn. Like you.” 

Syringa sighed heavily, “Your sister is awful. And trouble. You have family, Cristata? 
I should have asked. I’m sorry.” 

“I have no family.” The woman stated stiffly, “I am alone.” 

Syringa’s eyes watered as she felt the burn of alcohol on her injury, and punched the 
ground on the other side. Laminae moved so she could hold her hand, kneeling too close 
to the fire. 

Third Fleet spoke, “See, what did I tell you? Exactly like I said she’d say.” 

“Do not speak of me.” Cristata glared across the space, “You are here, only to protect 
her. If I was not injured, I would not have reached out to you.” 

“You let yourself get stabbed.” Third Fleet said with derision, “What the hell was that, 
sister?” 

“I got soft.” Cristata replied, with just as much disgust, “All I had to do each day was 
meditate in chains, sleep, eat, and fight. The life of a gladiator is... Too soft.” 

The doctor jerked his hand, making Syringa glare at him, “Sorry. That was unexpected. 
Gladiator slave? Soft?” 

Third Fleet agreed, “Yeah, that sounds soft. I bet you got to sleep between matches 
too. How did you get stabbed?” 

“My owner tried to have me killed.” Cristata replied casually, “He does not like Nar- 
cissians. When this lady desired to own me, it only increased his desire to see me ended.” 

“Adorable.” Third Fleet giggled, “So you got stabbed in the leg during a fight. That 
is... Kinda pathetic, sorry.” 

Syringa glanced up, knowing that all the woman had done was nod her head. She glared 
over at Cristata, “So, with the entire city falling apart, you decided not to disappear, but 
to come protect me. That’s cute, and I like it, but I want to know why. And I want you 
to tell me before you recover the ability to run away.” 

Cristata sighed heavily, and shook her head. 

“You are irritating.” Syringa growled angrily, “I suppose ordering you to tell me won’t 
make a difference.” 

“That’s not what she’s saying.” Third Fleet interrupted, “She’s saying she doesn’t 
know why she did. Even though it’s as obvious as the fireplace. Cristata. You like her. 
Just admit it to yourself.” 

The doctor coughed, “That kind of thing is illegal.” 

“Narcissian.” Third Fleet retorted. 
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Syringa frowned, “Well, there’s a silver lining. If we make it through this.” 

Cristata pushed herself upright, leaning on the crutch and warming her hands on the 
fire. The woman breathed in and out slowly, “I am... Sorry. I am weak. Everything just 
hurts, I don’t want to talk.” 

The doctor laughed, “Weak? I have no idea how you can even stand right now.” 

Third Fleet leaped upright with a flick, and pulled out a small hunting knife. “There’s 
a bunch of us here. I’m going to go hunting, so we don’t lean too heavily on the good 
doctor. You two, stop fighting. It’s too adorable.” 
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Too many people, hiding in this space. It was only a matter of time before they were 
found, and in her current condition she would not be able to protect any of them. She 
might trust her sister, but even Fleet couldn’t take out an army. 

It had, however, taken very little time for her to arrive. She’d sent the note when she 
went through the marketplace, on her way to save Syringa from the assassins after she 
was stabbed. 

Which suggested that Fleet had already been in or near the city, waiting. Her talk of 
debate and being late was a lie. It was nice to know that her sister was still a terrible liar. 
Meant she still had some honour. 

It was not nice to have the constant teasing. In her younger days she would have simply 
tossed a knife at her every time she spoke up, but they were in Linnaeus, and the others 
would treat it as an actual attack. Giving Fleet more room to be heartless. 

She didn’t like it when people could tell what she was feeling, and her sister always 
could, whether or not she could tell herself. That was the worst part about being around 
Fleet. The way she read people was the same way other people read signs. 

She rolled onto her side, pausing as she saw Syringa wide awake, staring at her from the 
other side of the fire. The woman blushed as she noticed she’d been caught, and shrugged 
sheepishly. 

Cristata breathed out heavily, thinking, and then waved her over. The woman eased 
away from her slave, and tiptoed over, lying down beside her. She tucked her hands under 
her chin, looking at Cristata fearfully. 

She sighed and brushed the woman’s cheek, “I... Don’t know.” 

“Okay.” Syringa whispered, her heart practically loud enough for Cristata to hear. Still 
holding herself close and terrified. 

She glared, “Calm. I hate your father, not you.” 

“He’s gone.” Syringa said with a wince, “My brother. I guess... My family is full of... 
Terrible people.” 

“I am a terrible person.” Cristata stated, “I killed your stepmother. Out of hatred for 
your father.” 

“I know.” Syringa sighed, “I was at the execution.” 

“Failed execution.” Cristata said with a smile, “You have a right to despise me.” 

“True.” The princess nodded, “But I don’t. I might hate what you did, and I might be 
absolutely furious when you do something like it again. Which I know you might. Call me 
stupid.” 

“No.” Cristata stated firmly, and rolled her eyes, “I... You are not understanding. Even 
though I’m speaking.” 

The princess shook her head, and Cristata grabbed her head, kissing her. She was more 
forceful than she intended, pulling back just as quickly. The woman’s hands spun around, 
grabbing her shirt and pulling against her, as forceful as Cristata hadn’t meant to be. 

She moved her arm so it was more comfortable, supporting Syringa’s head as the 
two looked for an equilibrium. Drifting slowly from desperation down towards a message. 
Syringa’s was clear. With every shared moment, the princess was telling her, that soul and 
mind and body, she loved her. Without hesitation, or regret. 

Cristata wished that she could say the same back to her. She didn’t want to hurt the 
woman. Seeing her cry broke her heart, and made her want to cry right along with her. It 
took all of her training as a soldier, and melted it away. 


4 



Knight Adjutant 


70 


Yet, she didn’t know if she loved her. If she didn’t feel things at that same bright 
burning scale that Syringa did, she wasn’t sure that she had the right to even explore this. 

Her message was one of hesitation. 

Syringa broke the kiss, looking at her with tear-filled eyes. Cristata ground her teeth, 
wanting to punch something, and break it. She kissed the woman on the nose gently, and 
the princess looked at her in hurt confusion. 

“I... Don’t know.” Cristata managed. 

Syringa smiled slowly, “Oh. You want to. But... I’m over the top. I’m sorry. I got carried 
away.” 

Cristata shook her head, grinning, “No. No, you’re fun. Don’t change.” 

“Really?” The princess asked hopefully. 

The Narcissian sighed, “I... Cannot promise. Anything. I may hurt you. I will hurt you, 
even if this lasts. I am a killer. I am tainted. Banished from my homeland.” 

Syringa smiled coyly, “Also incredibly attractive. I could not, in my wildest dreams, 
have imagined your voice like this. It... Makes me burn. Every time I hear it. Every time 
I hear you.” 

Cristata blushed, and the princess kissed her again, just as fiercely. She gave up trying 
to temper the woman, accepting the passion that bordered on insanity, as she pulled a pin 
from her hair and tossed it at her sister. 

Fleet caught it and rolled over, pretending not to be listening to the two of them with 
rapt attention. Whilst Cristata tried to pretend not to know that her sister was even 
awake. 

Which only left one more in their audience, other than the guard on duty. Laminae, 
the ever loyal slave, glaring through the flames with what might be jealousy. What kind of 
jealousy, Cristata didn’t know. It might just be the jealousy of an incredibly loyal servant, 
but she wasn’t entirely sure about that. 

It might be more, and it might be less. 

Making that one look away wasn’t something she could accomplish with violence, which 
meant that she was going to have to embarrass herself. Not that she even knew if it would 
work. 

She broke the kiss, and Syringa glared at her, “You’re distracted.” 

“Laminae.” 

Syringa giggled, holding a hand to her mouth, and then spoke just above a whisper, 
“Go to bed.” 

Cristata tried to ignore that it hadn’t worked at all, holding the princess in the warmth 
beside the flames, with exhaustion creeping through her bones. She smiled and brushed 
her hair, settling. 

Syringa pouted, “You want to sleep.” 

She nodded, and the woman sighed, going to stand up. Cristata didn’t let her go, simply 
smiling as the princess looked at her in surprise. “But... The others. Third Fleet.” 

Cristata smiled and kissed her gently, briefly, and then pulled her in, tucking her head 
beneath her own. She felt the princess relax, melting into her arms. It didn’t take long 
before she was asleep. 

Leaving Cristata alone, watching the crackling of the flames, too tired, and too scared, 
to fall asleep. 
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It was a mistake sleeping with Cristata. 

Waking up to the others already up and about was embarrassing enough, but the woman 
was ridiculously strong, even when asleep, and holding onto her. Syringa was absolutely 
trapped in her arms. 

Made infinitely worse when Third Fleet decided to go and get Brassia, who didn’t say a 
thing. He just sat down beside the fire silently, glaring hatred towards the woman holding 
her. 

Fleet sat down with a bowl of broth, grinning at her, as Syringa glared back. Eventually 
the Narcissian shrugged, “You know she’s not actually asleep, right?” 

“Are you kidding me!?” Syringa snapped, glaring. The woman did react, a small smile 
as she seemed to stir and drag her into an even tighter hug. Like she was slowly being 
suffocated by a bog. 

She reached up through the stranglehold and grabbed both of her cheeks, squeezing 
and pulling, as she glared. Cristata opened her eyes slowly, and Syringa felt a wave of 
guilt as she saw those firm and fierce eyes staring into her. Stripping her bare in front of 
everyone. 

She let go, “Hi.” 

The woman looked around the room and back, smiled, and went to close her eyes again. 
Syringa’s knee slammed into her stomach, “Let. Go.” 

The hands around her recoiled, and Syringa rolled onto her back, breathing a sigh of 
relief. She knew she had hurt her, but there were limits to how far she was willing to go. 
She was still a princess, and Cristata was still a slave. She could not allow anything to 
happen simply because she was in hiding. 

Orphrys moved closer to them, “We need to talk about today. The doctors have agreed 
that you shouldn’t be moved for about a week, my lady.” 

Syringa glared at him, “Who, now?” 

“Apologies, miss.” He said with great difficulty, “About a week, before we can move 
you towards the border, miss.” 

She nodded, touching her side and realising the pain from it was why she’d felt so 
stifled in Cristata’s arms. She hadn’t even recognised just how much pain she was in, just 
that she was uncomfortable. 

“I think it best if I send the majority of our forces ahead of us.” Orphrys continued, 
“No more than two or three in each town, each waiting for you at a specified time.” 

“That... Makes sense.” She said, distracted by the agony lancing through her and a 
sudden desire to throw up. She tried to keep still, to keep her stomach settled, “Who 
would you have stay beside me?” 

“Brassia, Third Fleet, and Cristata.” Orphrys stated, “I will be most useful in negoti¬ 
ating passage across the border. Those three will be able to blend into most terrain, and 
any one of them should be capable of defending you.” 

“And the doctor.” She winced, and rolled over, “Speaking of. Help. Please. Not coping. 
Not coping.” 

The village doctor was to her side before the other, a hand against her forehead, “Are 
you struggling to breathe?” 
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“I feel... I feel... Dizzy. Panic.” She swallowed, feeling her mouth overly dry, “Like I 
want to vomit.” 

The man nodded grimly, and took the kit offered by the other doctor, quickly mixing 
together a powder into some water. “Sit her up. Gently.” 

Cristata’s hand moved beneath her head, raising her slowly. Syringa’s eyes watered, 
“No... No, I don’t want. This is worse.” 

“You need to sit up.” The doctor insisted, “So you can drink this. It will help.” 

She burst into frightened tears as the Narcissian forced her into a sitting position, or 
close to it. She was leaning back into her, but she didn’t feel supported. She felt like she 
was burning up and dropping off into a void all at the same time. 

Cold liquid forced its way into her mouth, and she choked, struggling to swallow as it 
seemed to come at a faster and faster rate. She spluttered, gasping, trying to swallow and 
beg for mercy all at the same time. 

She coughed, glaring at the doctor, “It... Doesn’t... Feel better.” 

He shrugged, “I know. It will take some time.” 

Syringa rubbed the tears from her eyes, and slid back onto the floor, curling into a ball 
and hugging herself. She wanted to throw up more than ever, and now she felt like she 
was freezing. She wasn’t angry at the doctor, but she wasn’t happy with the world either. 

The man sighed, and nodded to Cristata, “Okay, your turn. It’s daylight, let me see all 
your injuries. All of them.” 

The Narcissian considered the room, and then clenched her fists. “Everyone out.” 

Third Fleet leapt to her feet, without spilling her bowl of broth, and started shoving 
people towards the doorway. It was useful to have another Narcissian around at times like 
this. 

“Holy crap.” The doctor swore, as clothing began to hit the floor. 

Syringa rolled over. She didn’t want to be part of the world, but she still cared about 
the slave. She already knew that Cristata would be ashamed of any injury, and wouldn’t 
make a fuss over it. 

She had not expected what she saw. 

Her side had been slit open, and was beginning to weep. Her back was worse. Across 
her already scarred shoulder, wasn’t what Syringa would consider a gash. She didn’t know 
what to call it, but she could see bone through the wound. 

Syringa glared up at her, “You should have told him last night.” 

The Narcissian shrugged as the man began to clean her injuries, not even reacting to 
the pain she should be feeling. It was frustrating to watch. She wanted the woman to 
acknowledge that she was hurt. That she wasn’t completely stupid, and risking her own 
death. 

The man shook his head in wonder, “So, a gladiator. Did you get beat within an edge 
of your life?” 

“I killed twenty nine people last night, doctor.” Cristata said quietly, “I had a building 
collapse on my head. Normally, I would have considered this a failure. At those odds, I 
cannot.” 

Syringa felt her stomach sink as she realised that the warrior kept track of how many 
people she killed. She had seen too many gladiators go down that route, unable to forget 
the faces of the people that they ended. Caring too deeply about the lives that they had 
no choice in taking. 
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This proof of humanity in Cristata hurt. She wanted to believe the woman was an 
unbeatable monster. That she could fight and keep fighting no matter what came up 
against her. She didn’t want to consider the possibility that the woman might die. 

The Narcissian stretched her shoulder gently as he finished sewing it shut, “I’ve done 
the best I can, but we’ll probably have to remove and restitch as it closes. The injury is 
too deep. If it gets infected, you could lose your arm or worse.” 

Cristata nodded, and then sat down cross-legged, the stitching in her leg pulling tight. 
She smiled down at Syringa, and brushed her cheek, as if trying to reassure her that she 
was fine. 

“You’re not fine.” Syringa snapped. 

The Narcissian considered, and then shook her head. As if that was enough of an 
answer. That the mere acknowledgement of weakness was an explanation of everything 
she was facing. 

The princess flicked her knee, “Oi. You’re not getting off that easily.” 

“I am damaged.” Cristata acknowledged, “It will take some time to heal. However, I 
did not believe I would survive. I should not have.” 

Syringa rubbed her temples, “Too... Tired... For your Narcissian bullshit! Why can’t 
you just admit you have emotions? That your scared. That you feel weak.” 

“I do not feel weak, and I am not afraid.” Cristata shook her head, “I am Narcissian. 
Death is but a breath away, always. I do not desire it, I do not seek it, but I will not run 
from it. I will continue to act within my abilities, to protect you.” 

Syringa blinked back tears, “I lost my father. I lost my brother. But I gained a complete 
psychopath. Yay.” 

“And her sister.” Cristata stated, and pointed upwards. 

Syringa rolled onto her back as Third Fleet lowered herself silently from the rafters to 
the ground. Her jaw tightened at the audacity of the woman for spying on both of them. 
For daring to witness the private moment. 

“You’re too soft.” Fleet stated, glaring at her sister, “Way too soft.” 

“You are too experienced, and too young.” Cristata replied, “Shall I remind you of 
your arrogance, the way I used to?” 

Syringa felt the blood drain from her face, “Please don’t be a fight.” 

“A duel.” Fleet growled, “And I will beat you, Last Consort.” 

The doctor threw up his hands, “Bloody hell. Just kill each other, I’m done.” 


She stood out in the open, as her sister paced around her in a circle. The warrior was in 
full garb, her identity hidden, as well as the many blades that would soon become dangers 
for her to face. 

This was not some horrifying stand off between warriors, as the princess seemed to be 
worrying. She was too tired to explain that this was Fleet’s way of being kind. That she 
saw Cristata’s own self-doubt about still being capable, and was giving her a chance to 
prove she deserved to be on this mission. 
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She didn’t know why she had come back. The princess still saw her as a slave. A slave 
of Linnaeus, a person who wasn’t a person. Someone who was nothing more than property, 
without the ability for self determination. 

She was not any use as a slave, not in her current condition. She was prized only for 
her ability to fight, something that was now compromised. Eliminating the assassins had 
taken all the strength she had left, and she could still feel the exhaustion in her muscles. 

Fleet was right. 

She had come back because there was something she had found here that she didn’t 
want to lose. It might not work out. She might not find exactly what she wanted. However, 
she wanted to take the risk. 

For that, she had to know that she was still worthy. 

A knife sailed through the air as Fleet was suddenly on her. Her sister had once been 
the fastest warrior in the tribe, and though her rank had dropped, Cristata had never 
earned the title of Fleet. 

She caught the knife with her crutch, letting it lodge in the wood, as she twisted the 
bottom of it and swept her sister’s legs out from under her. As Fleet backflipped to try 
and stay on her feet, Cristata grabbed her out of the air, slamming her down into her 
knee. 

Fleet rolled on the ground, flipping upright unsteadily. Cristata shook her head, taking 
the knife from the crutch and holding it out to her. The warrior nodded weakly and took 
the blade, “That... Was plain mean. You still have your edge.” 

Brassia clapped from nearby, and stepped up, “Do you mind if I get in on this?” 

Syringa spoke angrily, “Yes. I minded that these two idiots thought they needed to do 
this!” 

Fleet shrugged, rolling her shoulders, “Just a bit of light exercise. Don’t worry so much. 
A couple of Narcissians fighting in a street is nothing to write about. Speaking of, if you 
think you can handle me, gladiator, I’d be honoured to prove you wrong.” 

Cristata stepped to the side, grinning as she saw the gladiator. He wanted to fight her, 
and yet the loser of the fight was more willing to teach him the error of his ways. It wasn’t 
that he was unskilled. It was that he never stood a chance against a Narcissian soldier. 

The man stepped up, and Fleet stood completely still, letting him swing at her, and 
completely miss her. The soldier didn’t move her feet a span, as he swung blindly at her. 
It was pathetic. She was exposing her legs, taunting him with opportunity, just to prove 
how terrible a fighter he really was. 

Syringa grabbed her, leaning on her as she breathed with difficulty, “Is she treating 
him like a child?” 

Cristata nodded. 

The princess sighed heavily, “Not that I mind the show... But what is this about? I 
thought Fleet was here because you were injured. The mission was to fill in for you when 
you couldn’t fight. You didn’t seem insulted.” 

“Honoured.” She whispered, putting an arm around the princess and leaning on her 
head, “She showed me that I was more capable.” 

“Aw, that’s sweet.” Syringa whispered, “If done in a really asshole way. I didn’t believe 
my father when he said all a Narcissian knows is war. I was wrong.” 

She shook her head, “Not war. Life. We walk this battlefield, every day. Sparring is a 
way of remembering the nature of this gift. A blessing of our god. It is of the same nature 
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as sex, or meditation. A moment, where we can reach beyond human instinct, to touch 
the divine.” 

Syringa had a way of getting under her skin, driving her to speak. It wasn’t that she 
wanted to impress the princess. Yet, somehow she was inspired into speaking her mind, 
the voices of the philosophy first beaten into her, then rediscovered in her time alone in 
the wastes. 

“So, if sparring is like sex,” Syringa began, completely missing the point she was trying 
to make, “Does that mean that Fleet is flirting with Brassia?” 

Cristata considered the display in front of her, and laughed softly, “I missed that. She 
is. Are you okay with that?” 

“Well, I can’t say that I’m not jealous.” Syringa said slowly, “But... I’m not who I was. 
Not if we’re staying away from my brother. No one will be a slave, once we leave here.” 

“Even me?” 

“I’m sorry.” Syringa snapped, “It’s... I have a way of looking at the world. A world I 
was born to stand over. Raised to rule. I shouldn’t have treated you like that. Not after 
everything you have done.” 

“No. You shouldn’t have.” Cristata agreed. 

Syringa went to leave, but she held onto her. The princess blinked, and Cristata snug¬ 
gled her head onto her shoulder, making it clear that though she was upset with her 
attitude, she was not rejecting her. 

She had thought she’d made that clear in the morning, when she had ensured that every 
single person in the group had seen them together. She had her reservations about whether 
of not she loved Syringa. Which meant that she would expose herself to the opportunity 
to learn, to see if the spark could grow. 

Brassia stumbled, tired, as Fleet ducked behind him, kicking out one of his knees, 
and grabbing his head and jerking it backwards to look down at him. The warrior pulled 
back her scarf, revealing her face, “That was crap. I thought you were supposed to be a 
gladiator? A decent one.” 

He glared up at her, “I am.” 

Fleet shrugged, and then bent over, kissing him briefly and filling Cristata with anger. 
She ground her teeth as her younger sister showed that she was no longer a child, and 
knew what she was doing. 

The soldier stepped back, pulling her scarf tight across her face again, and leaving the 
gladiator dazed. Syringa giggled, “I don’t think he understood that.” 

“She is forward.” Cristata growled, “He will understand it eventually.” 

Syringa hugged her arm tighter, “Upset watching her? She’s family. It could be a little 
awkward for you.” 

“Public displays of affection are... Inappropriate.” Cristata said slowly, “Linnaeus... You 
speak with your family about love and sex. My father would strike me if I acknowledged 
affection for another.” 

Syringa looked at her, “But... You’re holding me.” 

“That’s the Tenth.” Fleet said, skipping over to them, “I don’t want to turn around. 
Is he looking? Tell me he’s looking.” 

Syringa laughed, “Yeah, but I think he’s pissed. Probably thinks you were doing some 
dominance thing. The Tenth?” 

“I was dominating him.” Fleet replied, “How else would I let him know I was interested? 
The Tenth didn’t agree that affection should be private. She kissed her Last Consort in 
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the middle of getting awarded a new title, to try and prove a point. Spent a month as a 
slave for it.” 

“Month?” Syringa raised an eyebrow, “Is that even enough time to be sold?” 

“Slavery is... Different, where we come from.” Fleet said carefully, “Slaves are paid. 
Hurting them or abusing them is illegal. And every slave eventually goes free, just a 
matter of time.” 

Syringa nodded slowly, “That’s... Interesting. I have questions, but I’m going to go 
ahead and assume that you’ll consider them insulting.” 

“Probably.” Fleet agreed, “Is he still looking?” 

“Yep. All rage.” Syringa laughed. 

Cristata ground her teeth as her sister coyly looked over her shoulder, just barely 
cocking her hip and accentuating her curves despite her uniform. She wanted to allow her 
sister this freedom, but she also wanted to break Brassia’s neck. 

Fleet looked back, “Well, that was fun. But... You don’t look so good.” 

Syringa pouted, “But... I have her. She’s mine. Finally.” 

Cristata sighed, and swept her into her arms, walking back towards the doctor’s house 
to lie her down. She should have been paying more attention, it should not have been her 
sister to point out the creeping weakness. 


Syringa leaned against the wall, sipping at the disgusting cold liquid that the doctor 
had made for her, watching as Cristata relaxed nearby. She had considered taking the 
opportunity to sleep with her, again. It was still tempting. 

Yet, as much as the woman set her skin on fire, her skin was already on fire. She was 
too tired and sick to do what she actually wanted to do. Which was definitely to lock the 
door and enjoy the less violent gifts of the woman. Less violent, not without all violence. 

She didn’t know how the woman could look so relaxed and at peace. She had been 
ground up and spat out, literally. She had a building fall on her head, blood still matting 
the back of her hair. 

Syringa picked up the kettle, and put it across the flames, beginning to boil it. She 
braced for the questions, but of course there were none. Cristata still enjoyed her silence, 
and had a disturbing ability to work out what someone was up to without talking to them. 

The princess pretended to ignore her. That was a skill any royal eventually had to 
learn. To not see the servants or slaves. To suddenly believe that the person they had been 
speaking to no longer existed, dismissing them. It seemed to have frustratingly little effect 
on the Narcissian. 

Cristata just leaned back, clicking her feet by the flames, acting for all the world like 
she was a carefree child. As if they didn’t have an army probably hunting for them, and 
a new king looking to string them up and worse. They had no home. 

Even this could only be temporary. The only thing stopping the doctor from selling 
them out was the fear of the Narcissians beneath his roof. The legend of a warlike people 
was the only thing protecting them, but it wouldn’t last. A group of violent strangers in 
town was going to draw attention. 
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She lifted the kettle off the heat and poured it into a nearby bucket of water, mixing to 
create something warm, She dragged the bucket over, and dipped the rag into the water, 
and looked at the warrior pointedly. 

Cristata stared back at her, “I am not your servant.” 

“Shut up, idiot.” She snapped, “Take your shirt off. I try and do something nice and 
you just 

Syringa bit off as she the amusement dancing on her face. Cristata had absolutely 
known what she meant. She just enjoyed teasing her, getting a rise out of the princess. 
Which was embarrassing. She hated coming across as the spoiled princess. 

Cristata winced as she shrugged the shirt over her shoulders, revealing just how limited 
the movement had become. It hurt to watch, and she wanted to help. The pride of a 
Narcissian could stop her in her tracks, for now. Only for now. 

She sponged the woman’s head gently, causing red warm water to run off her in rivulets. 
She could see the scabs forming on her scalp, hidden by the short red hair. One of them 
was twice as large as any coin, a deep and angry black. 

Cristata didn’t seem to react. There was no gasp, or flinch. She sat still, watching 
Syringa with a quiet appreciation, her eyes softening, if only a little. Even now, in total 
vulnerability, it felt like the warrior was a wild animal, a moment away from tearing out 
her throat. All it would take was the right motivation. 

She regretted falling for her. 

She was doing everything she could to let the woman know that she cared for her, 
deeply. It wasn’t something that she would run from. Even the problem of their stations 
in life could be solved in Syringa replaced her brother. 

Yet, she was filled with regret. She knew that Cristata would always be a violent 
warrior. That the woman could consider killing her, even if she fell as completely in love 
as Syringa already was. It was a disturbing feeling, knowing that the person you loved 
could kill you and grieve for you, without regretting the act. 

Even if those fears were overblown, there was only one way that Cristata’s life would 
end. She would not live a long life, because she could not live a peaceful life. She would 
die in battle, there was no other acceptable death for a Narcissian. 

Third Fleet seemed more willing to break the taboos of their culture. More willing to 
adapt and live whatever life she wanted to. The same wasn’t true of her sister. Cristata 
would not avoid an honourable death if it presented itself. 

She would seize it. 

A firm hand grabbed her chin, and Syringa realised that she was crying. Silent and 
fear-filled tears running down her cheeks, as Cristata looked into her eyes, making her feel 
naked and ashamed. 

The warrior gently took her hand and placed it against her wet chest, feeling the 
heartbeat. It was slow and steady, unmoving. Even exposed in something that Syringa 
had hoped would be a thrill, there was no reaction. 

The warrior smiled, her heartrate slowly increasing, and reached up, pulling her head 
down and kissing her. Syringa’s hand closed into a fist as she felt the heartbeat accelerating. 
There was still hesitation in the kiss, but her heart told a different story. 

Syringa pushed her away, “This was... A mistake.” 

Her heart cracked as she said the words. She immediately wanted to snatch them out 
of the air and take them back. Wanted to order Cristata to forget that she had ever said 
them. 
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“I... I’m... A delicate... And... You’re... You.” She said hoarsely, her voice threatening 
to give out as she said everything, and nothing. She didn’t want it to end. But it was the 
right thing to do, for both of them. 

Cristata looked at her blankly, waiting. 

Syringa screwed up her face and punched her, “Say something!” 

“When there is something worth responding to.” Cristata replied stiffly, the pain clear 
in her voice, as well as a deep anger that was probably going to dog her for a very long 
time. 

“You should go ahead with the others.” Syringa reinforced. 

The woman rolled her jaw, “Well. Fuck you, princess. You are a... Selfish, stuck up, 
and spoiled brat. If you were Narcissian, they would abandon you in the wastes, forbidden 
from returning to the tribe until you proved that you were more than just a liar.” 

“I’m not lying.” Syringa snapped, “Don’t be a bitch. We can’t work out. You are a 
monster. If I get you angry enough, you would kill me. There’s nothing stopping you from 
it. You’re nothing... But a gladiator. A slave born to fuck and kill and die.” 

Her ears rung from the slap. 

The warrior stood up, pulling her shirt back on. She glared down at her with a hatred 
that Syringa had never seen before. She felt like she was staring into the eyes of a vengeful 
god. That her fears might be about to come true. 

“You truly know nothing of me.” Cristata said with disgust, turning and limping from 
the hut. 


“Well, now I know how you fractured the knuckles in your hands.” The village doctor 
said quietly. He had been watching her punch the tree, hanging back. Cristata had hoped 
he wouldn’t get up the courage to speak to her. 

He stepped towards her cautiously, “If you weren’t Narcissian, I’d try and stop you. I 
mean, do you have to damage the tree? What did it ever do to you?” 

“It is convenient.” She snapped, losing control of her voice near the end, just for a 
moment. The next frustrated punch landed harder, jolting her entire body. It wasn’t 
enough. The pain wasn’t enough to distract her. The routine didn’t help her forget the 
words. 

“I think I have a fairly good idea of what is happening here. Who she is, the woman 
who was stabbed.” The man continued, “And that despite Orphrys walking around like 
he’s in charge, you are her protection. The Last Consort of the Tenth.” 

She dropped her arms tiredly and turned, glaring at him. 

He held up his hands, “I’m not trying to cause trouble. I’m trying to warn you. I think 
there are riders coming, on their way, here and now. For her.” 

Cristata’s face split into a broad grin as she anticipated such a fight. Even in her 
condition, the chance to tear someone to pieces would... Be a terrible idea. The wisest 
choice was to let Third Fleet handle the confrontation. Leave the impression that they 
were following the wrong Narcissian. 

It didn’t help that she knew she had been excited for a fight. If she walked into one, all 
she would do is prove Syringa right. Show to the whole world that she was nothing but a 
monster. 
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“Fleet.” She growled, and her sister dropped out of the tree she had been beating on. 
The Narcissian nodded at her, and turned to the doctor, “When they arrive, point them 
towards me. Don’t worry, doc, we have this.” 

The man stared, “I will never, ever, get used to you freaks just... Always dropping out 
of the sky. Like a bolt of bloody lightning.” 

“Thanks.” Fleet laughed, and took his arm, escorting him not-so-subtly away from 
Cristata. She appreciated the sentiment, if not the fact that her sister felt the need to 
stalk her and not the woman she had come to protect. 

Cristata yelled as she punched the tree, flinching as she heard the crack as it split under 
the impact. She glared at the small sliver of light running up and down the trunk, hating 
the show of weakness. 

Anger was an easy emotion to embrace. It allowed you to ignore the difficulties that 
come with the more complicated ones. Ones that defy the skills of orators and poets, 
forcing them to repeat the same sentiments, with an ever more descriptive tongue. 

She wished she could bury the swirling storm inside with her anger, but she couldn’t. 

Tears dripped down the Narcissian’s face. 


“Your turn?” Syringa asked as the gladiator entered the hut. 

Brassia made a small bow after he closed the door, “Yes and no, m... Miss. We need 
to stay very quiet. A small patrol of soldiers is arriving. Third Fleet will greet them, and 
hopefully be able to resolve things... Peacefully. Somewhat peacefully, from what I have 
witnessed of Narcissus.” 

She felt a vice squeeze against her chest, as she considered the possibility that she 
might be about to be captured. To be handed over to Taenio, to become his dream and 
her nightmare. To have one of her oldest fears come true. 

“How many?” 

The gladiator leaned behind the door, setting himself up as a guard, “Difficult to say. 
Probably two dozen or so. All on horseback.” 

She could hear it, now that she was listening for it. The dull and distant thunder of 
hooves striking against the soil. The approach of people that could end the small taste of 
freedom she had enjoyed, right before she did something stupid. 

Syringa drew her knees up to her chin, staring at the door, and absence of any win¬ 
dows, struggling to control her frightened breathing. Waiting for the thunder to become a 
deafening roar. 

“Where’s Cristata?” Syringa whispered, “She could ruin this.” 

“No, she won’t.” Brassia replied, “She asked Fleet to intervene. She understands the 
stakes, and isn’t going to waste any energy provoking a fight.” 

“You don’t get it. I hurt her. Pissed her off.” Syringa said quickly, “She might screw 
us, just to get back at me.” 

“You are an idiot.” Brassia shook his head, “I am aware something transpired between 
you. And I do hesitate to call you a fool, not just because of your position, but because I 
care for you. I am here out of loyalty. Do you know why she came? She save my life. She 
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saved yours. Everyone here owes their continued existence to her. But... What reason did 
she have to come here?” 

Syringa didn’t get a chance to respond as the ground shook violently, the horses arriving 
in town. She could hear the soldiers shouting, as she put a hand over her mouth, terrified. 
He hadn’t reassured her. 

With how hurt she had been, Cristata had every reason to find an outlet. She could 
pretend that she was protecting them by destroying any patrol. She might even believe it. 

The sister being the one to intervene first wasn’t a reassurance. 

“Bring out the Narcissian!” A voice roared outside, before the frantic braying of fright¬ 
ened horses. She could hear the village doctor, speaking as if he were trying to negotiate 
a peace, but she couldn’t make out the individual words. 

“What business do you have here, Narcissian?” The voice growled again. 

She hated this. 

Unable to see, unable to act. She wouldn’t get a chance to run if they kicked in the 
door and came for her. She would watch as a gladiator she had been fascinated enough by 
she had bought him... She would watch as he fought and was cut down. 

Before they came for her. 

She bit her hand to stop from squealing as a shadow lowered itself from the ceiling, 
resolving into the injured warrior, still leaning on her makeshift crutch. The woman looked 
at the both of them and shook her head as if disappointed. 

“Laminae is a runaway slave.” Cristata stated firmly, “You are the lady who hired Fleet 
to get her back. Demanded that you accompany her because you know nothing of what 
danger you were asking for. You were stabbed in the last encounter.” 

Syringa nodded slowly, “They’ll want to meet me, then. What family am I from?” 

“A lady of Catasetum.” Cristata replied, “Calanthe.” 

Brassia looked up, “Small time, but somewhat known in my homeland. She might 
pursue a lone slave herself.” 

Syringa winced, “Okay. I have the story. Cristata, I... About before...” 

The warrior evaporated like smoke, leaving her talking to an empty space. The princess 
twitched, punching the floor. She didn’t know what she’d been about to say. There was 
no taking back what she had done, and she had done it for the right reasons. 

Yet, she had seen something different in her. The Narcissian was firmer. It wasn’t that 
she seemed stronger, but that she seemed more distant. Like she was when Syringa had 
first met her. 

The woman had already stopped grieving for what she had lost, and reverted. That 
she had moved on so quickly hurt almost as badly as ending it had. She was a princess, 
they were a runaway slave. There was no room for them to be together. None. 

Fleet knocked at the door, “My lady, are you decent?” 

Syringa dragged herself up the wall, breathing through her nose as she walked slowly, 
feeling anxious and nauseous and like she was about to pass out. It wasn’t all the pain 
and illness, she could feel her terror in her hands. 

She opened the door, as Brassia nodded cautiously to her, ready to move to her defence, 
but not yet ready to breach the trust that they might have. “What is it, Narcissian?” 

Fleet waved a hand behind her, “Soldiers from Linnaeus. Hunting a Narcissian, and a 
traitor.” 
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Syringa buried her fear, crushing it to a small ball that seemed to lodge in her throat, 
“What is that to do with me?” 

One of the soldiers swung down from his horse, resting a hand on the hilt of his sword, 
“A Narcissian, accompanied by a blonde woman with an attitude problem. You’re a decent 
fit.” 

“I am not from Linnaeus.” She growled angrily, “I am from Catasetum. I am the Lady 
Calanthe. Do you raise a hand against my house?” 

She may have overdone it. She had no idea about the houses of Catasetum. She knew 
that their noble families were arranged into houses, like the families of Linnaeus. She didn’t 
know if a noble usually spoke down to soldiers, or was scared of them instead. 

The man chuckled softly, “Well, you certainly are not from Linnaeus. This insignia on 
my armour specifies my rank. The Northern Crow tells you that I am a Knight Adjutant 
to Lord Dianthus, who reports directly to the king. As a foreigner, your title does not 
mean that you outrank me.” 

She leaned against the building, holding her side, “I am... Ill. I don’t have... The strength 
to waste on you. I am dragging that slave back to my home, where she will be punished 
for what she did to me.” 

The man considered her carefully, “The doctor tore your dress to treat your wound. 
Are you going to hold it against him?” 

“I’ve never been stabbed before.” Syringa said truthfully, “It was the single most ex¬ 
cruciating moment of my life. That I continue to live, is something I am not ungrateful 
for.” 

“If this crime happened on our soil, I should just execute the slave myself.” The knight 
stated with a shrug, “What do you say? Quick, effective, and you don’t have to worry 
about her running off again.” 

“Do not destroy my property.” Syringa stated carefully, “I may not be able to afford 
another so easily. My finances are not... Completely stable. As painful as it is to admit. 
The slave also did their duty after they injured me, and assisted in getting me to the 
doctor.” 

The knight chuckled, “Merciful, but out of desperation. I’m not sure which part of that 
I dislike most. Well, I don’t think you are who I am hunting. However, with how things are, 
I can’t guarantee the safety of a foreigner in these parts. We’ll escort you to the border.” 

“She cannot be moved.” The doctor said quickly, “Not for another week.” 

The knight glared at him, “Is that so?” 

“Sir, I am about to fall over.” Syringa said with frustration, feeling the truth of it as 
her legs began to shake, “I would not remain here if I could. I want my home back. Coming 
along was a... Mistake. A moment of arrogance I should not have permitted myself.” 

The knight nodded slowly, “Well, I can’t spare the men. You stay, you might die.” 

“If I don’t, I will.” Syringa shrugged, “Noble birth does not always guarantee one a 
choice of their future path.” 

“Make sure it takes you home, as soon as it can.” The knight instructed and swung up 
onto his horse, “And for future reference, a Knight Adjutant is a title equal to your Lord 
of Horses. Respect would serve you better in future.” 

He wheeled around, and the entire group of soldiers thundered off again. Yet, she didn’t 
think she had managed to entirely convince him. She would have to keep the act up, for 
a short time. He would leave someone to watch them. 
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“Slave.” Syringa snapped, causing Laminae to jump and run to her side. She lifted her 
carefully, helping her walk back inside. Back to the mat that she was already growing to 
hate, and lie down. 

Syringa held onto her hand, “Stay. Please.” 

Laminae smiled at her, “Of course, my lady.” 

“I... Broke it off. With Cristata.” 

The slave considered her, “And it worries you almost as much as the arrival of the 
soldiers. If I may, was it a choice you made for your people, or for yourself?” 

“There’s no difference.” Syringa stated, “Not now. Not since father... Died. It wasn’t 
entirely my reason... I’m... Scared of her.” 

Laminae nodded slowly, “I would not normally think to speak, my lady. It is not my 
place. My place is by your side, serving you without question. That is the life that I chose, 
when I was offered my freedom.” 

“Spit it out.” Syringa snapped. 

The slave put her arms around her neck, looking at her sadly, “I have served you since 
you were a young girl. Smiling and running through the halls, unable to temper your 
excitement, even at your father’s insistence. Yet, that joy vanished from your life. I saw 
only small moments of it, as you watched the arena. As you made movements to enter 
politics.” 

Syringa sighed, smiling at her, “Yes, it did. I grew up.” 

“I saw that joy again, clearly.” Laminae said sadly, “When you considered abandoning 
the role of your birth for one who has nothing to offer you accept herself. The only thing 
she has to offer you, highborn, is her presence.” 

Syringa glared at her, “She could kill me. She wouldn’t feel it.” 

“If that were true, she would not have remained here beyond being dismissed.” Laminae 
replied, her voice a soothing calm, “Whilst the doctor may be unhappy with her moving 
in her condition, the Narcissian does not behave as if she has been critically injured. She 
would leave.” 

Syringa took the slave’s arms and lowered them, “The choice has been made. I appre¬ 
ciate you, and everything you do, but this is done.” 

“Then I shall be forever disappointed that the light of joy will not light your life once 
more.” Laminae said sadly, “And I shall continue to serve you, as I always have.” 


“So, you’re leaving.” 

Cristata turned to face her sister, “You have been watching. You know why I came 
here, why I sent for you to protect her. I am no use in protecting her any longer. I have 
no desire to sacrifice myself.” 

Fleet sighed heavily, “Look, she’s not exactly coping. Her brother murdered her dad. 
She has a kingdom looking to cut her head off. Of course she’s going to say something 
stupid.” 

“She thinks I could kill her!” Cristata roared, tears appearing in her eyes, “She... She 
thinks I could hurt her. That I will. That she can never trust me. Which means, in turn, 
that I can never, ever, trust her. Get her safe to the border. Then your orders are done.” 
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“I won’t let you leave.” Fleet stated, a knife appearing in her hand. 

A curved bone blade appeared in Cristata’s, “You cannot stop me. I do not desire to 
remain. I will take another vow of silence, and retreat from this world. I am dead, Fleet. 
Forget the legend of the Last Consort. She died, as a prisoner of Asphodel.” 

“You’re not going and sacrificing yourself.” Fleet growled, seeing through her instantly. 
“I will not allow it. It is not brave, and it isn’t honourable. You will not redeem yourself 
this way.” 

Cristata shook her head, agreeing. 

She would not be redeemed when she died, allowing the forces of the Knight Adjutant 
to cut her down. She may not wield the blade, but it would still be suicide. Her god knew 
her heart, and the cowardice would not be hidden from him. 

That she would end the hunt, and redirect it away from the princess, did not come 
close to atoning for the many sins of her life. She was the Failure of Thunbergia. Banished 
from her homeland, sold as a slave from Asphodel. Sentenced to death in the arena in 
Linnaeus. 

Fleet stepped into a fighting stance, “I’m telling you, failure, I will not allow you to 
leave.” 

Cristata grabbed her sister’s wrist, twisting it close to breaking point as she knocked 
the knife out of her other hand. She was not faster, so she couldn’t allow this battle to be 
drawn or out. 

She headbutted her into the ground, and stepped on her holding, driving her heel into 
a nerve cluster. Fleet groaned in pain, betraying a level of weakness that made her doubt 
that the soldier was enough to protect the princess. 

Cristata sighed heavily, “You can’t stop me. Don’t. I’m the monster, remember? I’ll 
just cut you down.” 

Her face hit the dirt as Fleet twisted her leg, before punching her in her injured shoulder. 
The soldier knelt a knee into her lower back, and placed the tip of a blade against the back 
of her neck, “You can’t kill me. You can’t even hurt me. You are no monster, Consort.” 

She rolled between her sister’s legs, grabbing the sides of her head and squeezing before 
snapping her own head into her. As Fleet reeled she moved behind her, locking an arm 
around her throat. “Know when your elder is trying to be merciful.” 

“Weakling.” Fleet said with disgust breaking out of the grip and slamming her knee 
upwards. Cristata blocked the blow, using it to launch her backwards into a more prepared 
stance. 

She glared at the soldier. 

“Talking of mercy like it’s a virtue.” Fleet sneered, shaking her head, “What did they 
do to you out here? Where is the warrior who fought for all of us?” 

“She died.” Cristata snapped, “She died when the Tenth was murdered in front of our 
army and we did... Nothing! Thunbergia was an impossible battle. I failed there because I 
went there. I betrayed our nation in that battle. Not for the cowardice of failing to succeed, 
but because I picked a fight that could not be won.” 

Fleet yanked her scarf down, “Look at me! You are betraying everything that you have 
ever stood for. The memories of our parents. Me. You walk away, and you’re not an exile. 
You are something that must be hunted down and destroyed. A coward, born in Narcissus. 
I will hunt you to the ends of this world.” 

“No, you won’t.” Cristata replied, “A day from now I will no longer be breathing, and 
she will be safer for it. That is what matters to me.” 
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“Fuck!” Fleet shouted, “You are... Exactly like Reticulata! You break every rule that 
we have, because you want to. Because your heart tells you its a better way to go. You’re 
wrong. Our laws are not so fragile.” 

She smiled sadly, “Perhaps I have learned to die for my beliefs, as she did before me.” 

“You should already be dead.” Fleet shook her head, “Look at you. You managed to 
escape a city under siege whilst beaten within an inch of your life. If the gods were going 
to grant you the mercy of death, they already would have. You don’t have the right to do 
this.” 

“No, but I will.” Cristata replied firmly, “Now step aside, or I will take your advice, 
and I will no longer be merciful.” 

“I am not a coward who shirks in the face of death!” Fleet shouted. 

Cristata broke her jaw with her elbow, and then tossed her sister into a tree. The 
woman went down, but was still moving. She walked away into the forest, betraying her 
family, as she had her nation. 

There was only one answer to the hatred she felt for herself. 


“What the hell happened?” Syringa asked, looking up as she saw the doctor trying to 
lock the woman’s jaw in place. It wasn’t the only injury. Bruises and swelling were showing 
up across her face. Something solid had struck her forehead, leaving a purple and black 
circle. 

“Cristata.” Fleet muttered, keeping her mouth closed. 

Syringa stood up weakly, holding her side, “Oh shit. Is she coming for us?” 

“She left.” 

The princess felt the final crushing blow. She had driven the Narcissian completely out 
of her life. She had betrayed her, and now the woman had no reason left to stay. She was 
walking away. 

This was what she had expected. 

She’d hoped, just for a moment, that Cristata would stay all the same. That she would 
ignore her and keep trying. Give her a reason to give in, and take those doubts away. Show 
Syringa that she was just being a fragile idiot, like everyone around her was saying. 

Brassia looked at the injured warrior with concern, “She’s going to let them find her, 
and lead them away. The Narcissian is protecting us.” 

“She’s killing herself.” Fleet growled through her immobile jaw as the doctor stepped 
backwards, and the warrior stepped right over to her, shoving the princess into the wall, 
“Why did you do it?” 

Syringa knocked the hand aside, “Don’t touch me, Narcissian.” 

Fleet punched the wall beside her head, shaking dust from the ceiling and launching 
every soldier to their feet. All the same, none of them would be able to stop the woman 
before she killed her. 

“You hurt my sister.” 

Syringa sneered, “I am a princess. She’s an injured slave.” 
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A fist slammed into her gut, keeling her over and making her vomit onto the ground. 
She was yanked upright into the wall again by her hair, and the Narcissian glared at her 
with the same look that Cristata had used before she walked away. “Lie to me again.” 

“Your sister... Is as terrifying as you.” Syringa gasped out, “Is that you want to hear?” 

“She’s worse.” Fleet shrugged, “Half dead she can still beat the living shit out of me. 
And did. Because she thinks she can give you one last service and go die. You killed her. I 
won’t forgive that. Ever. You have murdered my sister. The Narcissian. The Last Consort. 
I hate you, princess, right down to my core.” 

The warrior turned around and walked away, “I will get you to the border, as agreed. 
Beyond that, death is your just reward.” 

Syringa struggled to control her breathing as the woman left. This was more than the 
fear she had felt dying alone in the dark beneath her city. It was more than the fear she 
felt when being escorted out of her home, knowing that if she was caught she would be 
raped until death was the only mercy left. 

She had pushed away someone that she cared about for politics, and her own fears, 
and the result... So much for never seeking out death. She had broken the woman, by first 
forcing the relationship on them, and then forcing it to end when she realised the mistake 
she had made. 

It was still a mistake. 

She was convinced of that, despite so many people offering her dissenting opinions. 
There was simply too wide a gulf between the worlds that they walked in. One of them 
was born to serve as the righteous and violent hand of a god, to be hated by the world. 
The other, was blessed to be a symbol of beauty, and born to rule. 

She would regret speaking up for the rest of her life. The way she had felt, lying there 
in her arms, had been... She was safe. Safe, and carefree, for the first time in her life. There 
was no danger that could take her in that moment as she fell asleep in her arms. 

Facing the possibility of war, of having to raise her own revolt and orchestrate a coup 
against her brother to reclaim the crown... It would have been her choice to have Cristata 
by her side. To have the warrior so idolised that her own nation of soldiers claimed she 
was the only true soldier, by her side. 

Syringa sat down, as the doctor came to check on her. She felt weak, and tired and 
sick. Yet what she knew, was that she was going to survive this. She was going to prove 
that she had what it took to save her people from a man willing to murder his own father 
for a taste of power. 

She looked at the village doctor, and smiled grimly, “You may have guessed. May have 
assumed. I won’t be hiding. I am Princess Syringa. And I will be coming back, to take 
back our home. To protect Linnaeus.” 

The man nodded quietly, accepting what she was saying without complaint. 


The knight kicked her onto her back, placing a sword to her throat, he glared down at 
her, “Where is the princess?” 

“Dead.” Cristata replied with a smile, “Something soft like that can’t survive in this 
world.” 
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The man frowned, “I thought you couldn’t speak. Well, I suppose I’ll get to enjoy you 
scream. You will beg for death, Narcissian.” 

Cristata laughed loudly, grinning up at him, “What do you believe is about to happen 
here, Linnaean?” 

He pressed the sword into her throat, cutting it and making her bleed. The red liquid 
spilled down either side of her neck, whilst he glared at her, “I believe, slave, that you’re 
about to die.” 

She shot through his legs, her knife shaving through his unprotected groin, beneath 
the armour. She flipped upright, stabbing him in the side of the neck without turning, her 
gaze focused on the soldiers as they began to realise what was happening. 

She ripped the blade free, and began limping forward as the Knight Adjutant scrabbled 
at his neck, gasping and falling slowly to his knees. She had no need to hear him scream 
as he died. But he would not pass easily. 

Her shoulder jerked as an arrow sank into it, the blade striking the bone. Blood poured 
from the wound, as it should when anyone landed a decent hit. It wasn’t enough to slow 
her. She could bleed out when she was done. 

A knight charged in, lance striking towards her. She felt the stitches tear as her foot 
landed on the weapon, before the man dropped it from the unexpected weight. She still 
achieved enough height to grab his helmet and launch him from the horse. 

She turned and dropped, slicing the next horse’s tendons. It screamed and flailed as 
it went down and buried the rider into the dirt. Cristata deflected another arrow, but 
stomping on the helmet of the first rider she had downed. 

He wailed and screamed as it caved in on his face, his hands opening and closing. She 
took his fallen lance and sent it flying behind her, ending the horse with mercy, and the 
rider with less. 

A sword passed up her calf from behind, knocking her onto her knees. She slammed her 
knife into the attacking knight’s ankle, twisting and snapping the tendon as she turned 
around, catching them and breaking their neck in the same movement as she stood up, 
tossing her knife. 

The small blade snapped through the visor of one of the knights, dropping them silently 
to the ground. There were only three left. The archer, a lancer who had the wisdom to go 
down on foot, and another lancer charging towards her. 

She flicked the sword from the dead man at her feet upwards, grabbing it and slashing 
through the saddle, spilling the man as his horse ran and kicked his head in. She blocked 
the lance, flipping the sword over her back. 

Cristata turned, looking at the shaking lancer as he attempted to skewer her repeatedly. 
She blocked each blow, enjoying the fear growing each time she deflected it. She was waiting 
for the archer to take their shot, to end this. 

The arrow came. 

Cristata dropped to the ground, as the arrow flew and pierced the gap between hel¬ 
met and cuirass, as the lancer unbalanced and fell forwards. Landing on the object and 
slamming it all the way through their own throat. 

She flipped onto her feet, grabbing the lance and tossed it. It ended the archer as they 
were wheeling around to flee. The horse moved on by itself, terrified. She watched with 
disinterest. 

This was not the way she had expected this to go. She had believed that they were 
enough to put her down, and into the ground. To let her leave this world that had burned 
her at every turn. 
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It might still put her down. She was bleeding badly, cut to hell, and what strength she 
had for the battle was gone now that it was over. However, she wouldn’t die in battle. 
She would survive this. 
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Brassia lifted her gently, placing her in front of him on the saddle, directing her to hold 
the pommel as he re-positioned himself, getting ready for the long ride ahead of them. 

It hadn’t taken her a week to recover. It had taken an entire month. Four weeks living 
a half day from where her brother had fast established himself as a tyrant king. He already 
had hundreds of dead slave women on his hands. He didn’t buy them. Just took what he 
wanted, and Dianthus made sure anyone who complained... Died. 

There had been no more patrols after the first. 

That wasn’t to say that she didn’t know what happened to the first. Fleet had found 
it, knowing what to look for. A charred pile of corpses, horse and man. That’s all that she 
had found out there. No sign of her sister. 

She was really gone. 

Fleet thought she was probably dead. Something about bleeding out, that she had 
taken an arrow. Syringa couldn’t believe that. She wouldn’t allow herself to believe that, 
or she’d have to take the blame that the Narcissian was laying at her feet. 

For now, they were finally moving forward, even if it felt like she was moving backwards. 
Running away to a neutral kingdom. Not even so that she could recover there, by the time 
she made it she probably would be recovered. 

No, she was going to pick a fight. 

She wouldn’t find a group of friends and allies. She was a foreigner, and an asset that 
could be traded to reduce the chance of the new nutcase of a king attacking them. The 
only way to raise an army would be to be a problem. 

She had to become a threat, to everyone. 

Brassia moved the horse into a slow trot as they began to move from the village to 
the road. The man was a gentle giant, protecting her in a slightly overbearing manner. He 
hadn’t understood why she hadn’t turned to him after Cristata had left. Thinking that 
she was the reason she just wasn’t interested in him. 

He was a decent warrior, and she had enjoyed watching him fight. She had played with 
him as a toy to ease the feelings he stirred up. However, he had never been anything 
beyond a toy. That he thought he could be an eligible bachelor for her now, when she was 
on the verge of trying to take the crown was ludicrous. 

Her hair whipped back in the wind as the horse sped across the landscape in front of 
her, rising and falling with the rhythm of the thundering hooves. The sun was still rising 
on the horizon in front of her, lighting the world in fire and smoke, showing her a taste of 
what the future might hold. 

Her silver circlet was hidden away in their travel bags, and a dagger was strapped to 
her thigh. She was not the same young woman who had approached an assassin without 
hesitation or fear, confident that she was beloved by the gods. 

In this world, the gods did not reward someone for their birth. She had finally learned 
a lesson that so many children realised. That if there was something in this world that 
you wanted, then you had to be willing to fight for it. To take it by force. 

If there was something you desired, you had to step on someone else to get it. It didn’t 
matter if you were kind or sweet or innocent. You do not exist in isolation, if you have 
something, then someone else doesn’t. 

Peace had been taken from her homeland. 

Her father had been murdered. 
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There was something she desired, something that she wanted and was willing to fight 
for. It could not be called justice, and it could not be considered righteous, and yet she 
would have it all the same. 

She would take her brother’s life. 


The guard at the end of the drawbridge halted her, and nodded at her, “You’re Nar- 
cissian. What is your business here?” 

She slung the sack off her back, dropping it in front of him with a squelching noise. 
The man flinched, taking another glance over her before opening it with trepidation. 

The moment it opened, he gagged and stepped backwards, “Oh gods! What the fuck!?” 

He went to draw his sword, and she rolled her eyes, lifted a leather thong around her 
neck and dangling the silver coin on it in the daylight. The man winced, shaking his head, 
“Fucking bounty hunter. Why didn’t you just say?” 

She swung the sack onto her back again, watching him silently. She made no indication 
in answer to the question. If he couldn’t work it out, that was on him. She had business 
to see to. 

The guard shook his head, “Fine. But there’s a toll on foreigners. Especially Narcissians. 
A gold coin to pass.” 

She raised an eyebrow. 

The man shrugged, “What are you going to do? Kill me?” 

Cristata smiled slowly at the thought, and shrugged. He might be thinking that the 
weight of the city was at his back and a lone warrior wouldn’t want to jeopardise whatever 
they wanted to do. However, she wasn’t just a lone warrior. 

He blinked, “Wait. Shit. You’re insane. Piss off.” 

She sighed and grabbed his wrist, twisting it as her other hand took the coin from 
around her neck. The sack made a sickening sound as it hit the wood again. She held the 
coin up close to his face where he could see it, and what was engraved on it. 

The guard winced, trying to break her grasp and failing, “Just because you’re a bounty 
hunter doesn’t mean 

She punched the coin into his face, and then held it where he could read it again. The 
man coughed nervously, and she groaned, realising that he couldn’t actually read. That 
he had no idea who he was picking a fight with. 

She grabbed the next passer-by, who squealed in terror as the guard drew his sword. 
She tapped the surface of the coin, and the nervous woman nodded quickly, “You want 
me to read it?” 

Cristata nodded firmly. 

“By order of His Majesty, King Tolumnia, all fines and crimes are to be forgiven, and 
no trespass held against this, my servant.” The woman spoke, barely above a whisper. 

She shoved the woman to move back into the line of people entering the city, and hung 
the coin around her neck again. She smiled at the guard, and placed a finger against his 
still-drawn sword. 

He stared at her, “Where did you get that?” 
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She sighed, her elbow denting the sheet armour across his chest as she took the sword 
and stabbed it in the ground behind her. She picked up her sack again, and gestured 
towards the city. 

The guard stared in horror where she had hit him, holding it with his hands as if he 
was struggling to believe that it had just happened, and then back up at her. “Fuck. Oh, 
fuck. You’re her. The Immortal. I’m sorry. Go.” 

She walked passed him, whistling happily as she moved into the throng. She moved 
through the familiar city, taking in the scents and sights of a place she had never thought 
that she would ever visit again. 

The coin wasn’t actually hers, it had been on the Knight Adjutant. 

The legend, however, was. It was the title that Asphodel had given to her after she had 
crossed the border, torn to ribbons. The first patrol that had stumbled across her sleeping 
by a fire had thought someone had killed her, until she started killing them. 

She’d let one survive. 

Just the one. It was something that she had begun to learn in the arena. That as 
powerful as weapons were, there was one that stood above all others. The weapon of 
belief. If someone believed she could not be defeated, then she could not be. 

She paused as she saw a guard giving out directions to the various travellers, and fished 
out the coin again, waving it at him. He nodded to her with distraction, “The post office 
handles bounties. Two blocks that way.” 

She waved her thanks and moved off again. It was convenient to have a symbol so 
well-recognised among these people. A people that she had grown to hate in her tenure as 
a slave here. 

They were lazy and callous. They didn’t believe in honour, but in gold. There was wide 
ranging corruption that dwarfed any other place that she had visited. All that mattered 
in Asphodel was how much entertainment you could cram into a day. 

Almost all work was done by slaves. From backbreaking labour in the mines that would 
kill you in less than a year, to the administrative oversight controlling the cities. You were 
born into slavery here, or forced into it after being captured. There was no freedom at the 
end. It wasn’t something you could earn or even buy. 

She had spent two years a slave, in this city. It was here that she lost her virginity, and 
learned the skills to keep her master pleased. When she had learned that not all torture 
had to leave a mark. When she learned that playing political games could keep you alive. 

She would burn it to the ground, if she got the opportunity. 

She kicked open the swinging doors of the post office, walking passed the various people 
in their suits and dresses staring at her in shock. She walked up to the counter, ignoring 
anyone who had already been waiting. 

A man tapped her on the shoulder, “Oi. Narcissian.” 

She turned and glared at him. The man in the suit didn’t quake in fear. Spoiled by his 
life of being served by slaves. He waved, “There’s a line. Get in it. Or I’ll call the guards.” 

Cristata grinned at him in mirth, and turned back around. He shoved her, taking the 
matter into his own hands. There was a flash of light and a scream. The man fell to his 
hands, shrieking and wailing like a babe, as he held his severed finger in horror. 

A soft people. 

The man behind the counter tried to defuse the situation, looking to get her out of 
there as quickly as he could, “What do you want? We don’t need trouble here.” 
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She held up her coin, and the man nodded slowly, “We do bounties. There’s a half 
dozen on the board at the moment, over there.” 

She shook her head, and unslung the sack, placing it onto the counter. The man pulled 
back in fear, taking it slowly, and making a face. He put it on the ground and opened it, 
dry-retching as the smell hit him. 

“Gods. You cut off their heads.” He coughed, looking blearily, “That’s... Shit. You took 
them all out, didn’t you? How the hell did you find them?” 

Cristata shrugged and rubbed her fingers together. The man looked at the board and 
moved a series of beads across some wires, and then reached down and counted out a pile 
of gold coins onto the counter in front of her. 

She took them, and added them to the collection of her purse, hanging under her shirt. 
The man shook his head, “I sincerely hope to never have to deal with you again.” 

She shrugged and turned, walking passed the man she had slightly injured and into the 
stench of the city again. She whistled happily as she moved along, feeling light. 

The bounties hadn’t been that difficult to track down. She just looked for the people 
that everyone was more scared of than herself, and then cut them down to size. Yet, she 
hadn’t been after the gold. Not in itself. This was a means to an ends. 

She had only one purpose in this hideous city, so filled with painful memories. 

The Narcissian had come here, growing her legend on her way, so that she could earn 
a place in the court, and be introduced to the royal family. She had come here so that she 
could find Prince Taenio, and cut his head off. 

She hadn’t been permitted a death at the hands of the knights, and lost everything 
that had defined her. It had been difficult to know what she was supposed to do, in her 
injured and fragile state. On the verge of death, and unable to die. 

Death wasn’t hers to have, and so she had to find a reason to live. 

The coin had been her inspiration, when she saw the characters of Asphodel engraved 
into it, and truly understood that Linnaeus had been conquered through the greed of a 
child. A child that it did not take long to learn about, or understand. 

He sought out women wherever he went who looked like, or close enough to, the Princess 
Syringa. He then beat them, raped them, and choked them to death. The victims always 
had to die. He never let a single one of them live. 

Her half-brother wasn’t the true threat to her safety, it was this disgusting excuse for 
a human being. He was the hand that had guided Linnaeus to her downfall, a hand that 
was desperate to wring the life from Syringa. 

She could not go back and be with the woman that she loved. An emotional acknowl¬ 
edgement that she had grown accustomed to in the past months. Syringa had rejected her, 
hating her fundamental nature. 

The two of them could never be together ever again. 

The moment that had lasted between the two of them would be all the memories that 
Cristata would ever know. The smell of violets in her hair, the softness of her skin as they 
held each other. The desperate voice that woke her in a sweat at night, as she called for 
help. 

However, the gods had seen fit to keep her alive. So she had taken her vow again. She 
would not speak until she saved the future queen, a woman blessed by the gods, from the 
impending doom that loomed over her head. 

For that, she had come to this city, where she would kill a monster trying to blend into 
humanity. She would expose him in a way that not even Asphodel would accept, and she 
would feed him to the meatgrinder. 
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Cristata giggled, her eyes shining. 

“You okay, miss? Need a guide?” An urchin appeared at her elbow, “I’ve spoken to 
Narcissians before. I can even speak a few words.” 

She made the sign for the vow in the air, a sign that had only ever been recognised by 
her own. The boy blinked in surprise, “Wow. So you were a soldier then? Did they teach 
you the Voice, or is it something you already knew?” 

She stopped, glaring down at him. He held up his hands, “Sorry, not trying to pick a 
fight, just looking to earn some coin, and I can hear yours.” 

She nodded, and frowned, before taking out a silver piece. She flicked it above her hand, 
causing it to disappear as the boy waited for it to fall, blinking in confusion. He smiled 
slowly, “Okay then, so what do you want? Food? Sex? There’s a sparring hall.” 

She shook her head, and feigned a yawn. 

“Ah, a bed. Do you want something rough? Or something soft?” 

Cristata shrugged, and the boy smiled, “Something soft, then. It’s the only reason 
anyone comes to Asphodel. This way, I know a decent place. They’ll treat you right, and 
make you feel like you belong to a noble family.” 

She followed him carefully, watching the streets as he prattled on about things she 
simply didn’t care about. He was one of a crew, all of who were eyeing her hungrily. Yet, 
if she was willing to part with her coin without a fight then they wouldn’t seek one out. 

Her red hair stood out as a signal to anyone looking for a fight that she wasn’t to be 
dealt with lightly. The people of Asphodel craved comfort like a drug, and risking your life 
for coin wasn’t something that came naturally to them. Yet, desperation often did allow 
someone to overcome their natural inclinations. 

The boy waved a hand, “The Royal. A grand hotel. You’ll get a room, access to a hot 
spring, three hot meals a day, and a bed stuffed with swan feathers. It ain’t the cheapest, 
but it is the best.” 

Cristata nodded and flicked a coin towards the boy, replacing the silver he expected 
with gold as she entered the building. She wanted to give him a reason to come back the 
next morning, and be waiting to ambush her again. 

A man wearing white gloves stopped her before she was a full step inside, looking her 
up and down, “I’m afraid the Royal has a strict dress code. If sir would like to visit a 
tailor, we would be happy to see to your every desire.” 

She broke his hand, dropping him to the ground, before walking over his body and 
towards the desk where a woman in a ridiculous and impractical black desk stood waiting. 
She stared at her in terror, a hand over her mouth. 

Cristata tapped her throat, and then rubbed her fingers together. 

The woman winced, “I’m afraid the prices are non-negotiable, and few people can afford 
even the least of the rooms we have. At fifteen silver a night minimum, you may be better 
off seeking less... Refined tastes.” 

Cristata chuckled, and pointed upwards. 

The woman blinked, “The best room, on the top floor? Is ten gold a night. It was 
designed for the king, as a place he could visit to escape the palace without leaving the 
city.” 

Cristata nodded, drawing enough gold from her purse for a week. It would stretch her 
funds to stay here, but it would help to establish who she was to the people. She didn’t 
have time to let the rumours spread organically. 
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She wanted the city in a frenzy, speaking about the impossible warrior who lived like a 
princess. She wanted to ignite their imaginations, so that they would fill in the gaps and 
make her something that the king would want to seek out. 

The woman took the gold slowly, “It is an honour to serve you, sir. Do you need any 
belongings taken to your room?” 

Damn it. None of them were realising that she was a woman. Her fault for wearing 
her armour. Which was one way of dealing with the situation, actually. She held up a 
finger, and unstrapped her armour, revealing her blood-stained shirt but also a feature 
not generally found on a male. 

She held it out to the woman, who curtsied and took it, “I will have our private 
blacksmith see to it immediately. May I ask if it is for a special occasion? Would you like 
it to be polished?” 

Cristata nodded, and smiled. 

“If that is all, Bletilla!” 

The man whose hand she had broken walked over, holding it at a painful angle. The 
woman smiled at him sweetly, “Please escort our... Lady... To the King’s Room. She has 
it for at least the week. After you have seen to her needs, you may visit the infirmary.” 

The man bowed, “Of course, my ladies.” 

He held out his elbow to her, and she took it politely, allowing him to lead her up a 
flight of stairs as he began extolling the virtues of the hotel, and its history. Which she 
completely ignored. 

He smiled at her as he talked, despite the pain in his eyes from his rapidly swelling 
hand. This was part of the culture of Asphodel that she despised. That they would smile at 
you as they considered robbing and killing you. They called politeness, but it was nothing 
more than greed and deceit. 

The man swung open a grand set of double doors, painted red and inlaid with silver 
and gold. He gestured to the wide open space larger than most houses she had slept in, 
“This is the King’s Room. Should you desire anything, simply ring the bell and someone 
shall come quickly. May I assist you with anything now? We have hot water to run you a 
bath, in privacy. The chef is at your personal beck and call, and can accommodate a wide 
variety of dishes of distant lands, such as Narcissus.” 

She mimed the action for eating, and walked over idly to look out the window, and 
down on the city. Watching the scurrying desperation of people struggling to live, as she 
used the profits of murder to establish a position that none of them could dream of. 

She turned back around unbuttoning her shirt, and dropping it to the ground. She 
signalled to the servant, who approached her cautiously. She pointed to the shirt, and 
then indicated a scratch where one of the outlaw bastards had managed to actually cut 
her. 

“The tailor, and the doctor.” Bletilla nodded, “Very good, ma’am. Did you have a 
particular request for the chef?” 

She shook her head, and sat down on the edge of the bed, barely hiding her surprise as 
she sank into it and nearly fell off her feet as she descended far more than she expected. 

Bletilla bowed, “I will see to it immediately.” 

He retreated, closing the doors, and she flopped onto the ground, enjoying the feeling 
of something solid against her back. There was no way in hell she could sleep in a bed like 
that. 

How had Syringa managed to cope when they were lying on the stone floor of the 
doctor’s hut, with only a mat beneath them? Yet the princess hadn’t complained at the 
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discomfort. Granted, she’d only seen the woman sleep there once and had been holding 
her, which changed things a certain amount. 

There was a knock at the door, and she rolled her eyes. Of course they expected her to 
yell out to them. She flipped onto her feet, wincing at the pain in her leg that was less an 
old friend and more an old bastard of an enemy. 

She opened the door, and a servant squeaked in surprise, “Apologies, my lady. I did 
not hear you.” 

Cristata smiled and tapped her throat, and then waved the woman and tray in. The 
maid placed the tray on a table, and quickly laid out a grouping of silverware, a plate of 
steaming something, and poured an actual crystal glass of water, before taking up standing 
nearby with the jug. 

She walked over and sat at the table, flinching as the maid moved and spread a cloth 
across her lap. So this was what it was like to be waited on. She absolutely hated it. 

She looked at the dish and sniffed carefully. 

“It is curried lamb, a spiced dish of our capital that the chef is renowned for. It was 
served to the King in 

Cristata held up a hand, shutting the woman up, and used a fork to taste the food. The 
warmth of the spice was gentle, unlike the scraps that she had used to be rewarded with 
by her master. She didn’t mind it, and it seemed unlikely that spice would be covering up 
rotten meat in this building. 

There was another knock at the door, and Cristata gestured to the maid, who spoke 
quickly, “Coming.” 

The maid curtsied awkwardly, still holding the jug of water, “Your tailor, and doctor, 
my lady.” 

Cristata looked at the two men, and then pointed at the bloodied shirt. The tailor 
walked over and picked it up, not bothering to hide his disdain. He looked it over, “An 
expensive material. Badly stained, and damaged. Torn and cut and... Aged. I hope you 
do not expect me to restore it.” 

She glared at him and nodded. 

The tailor sighed heavily, “For what purpose? This is nothing but a rag.” 

One of the knives from her set of cutlery made a twang as it slammed into the ground, 
shaving the edge off the man’s boot. She raised an eyebrow as the man screamed and 
danced in terror. 

He coughed nervously, “Of course, my lady. I will do my best.” 

He practically ran from the room, still holding the blood-stained shirt at arm’s length 
in front of him as he did. 

Cristata tapped her shoulder, and the doctor knelt beside her, examining the wound, 
“I’ve met some Narcissians before. Would you mind holding still whilst I attempt to do 
what I can? Eating might make it harder for me.” 

She nodded, stretching for a moment, and smiled at him. What he had so delicately tried 
to explain was that he had seen battle against Narcissus. That he had been responsible 
for ensuring that the prisoners of war survived. 

He worked quickly and efficiently, “A vow of silence. I am afraid I know little of the 
vow, other than one cannot speak once the vow has been made. I will have the rest of the 
servants informed. We do have a sign translator on staff. Would you like me to have them 
assigned to you?” 

She shook her head. 
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“Very good, my lady.” The doctor stood up, “There we go. I’m afraid the stitches will 
be quite tight for a day or two, and I’ll need to remove them at the end of the week. Is 
that okay by you?” 

She turned around on her seat, and tapped her leg. The man nodded slowly, “Another 
injury you would like me to look at? I assure you, I am the definition of propriety.” 

Cristata eased her pants off, dropping them to her ankles and revealing the gash that 
had signalled the beginning of her pain in service to Syringa. The doctor recoiled in horror 
at the untidy mess. 

He shook his head, “My apologies. I was remember a battle medic I knew. Fellow should 
have been a butcher.” 

Cristata grinned at the insult, and shrugged. 

The doctor plucked the stitches out of the scared tissue with a practised hand, and 
then worked quickly. His scalpel removed some of the dead flesh, before he cleaned it 
and stitched it back together with tiny little and neat stitches that Cristata had never 
experienced. 

The man took pride in his work. 

He stood up slowly, “If I may be so bold, this injury needs more than simply the care 
I can give today. I would like to be allowed to see to it twice a day, for the remainder of 
your stay.” 

Cristata blew up her hair in frustration, but nodded her agreement. It was becoming 
one of the things that she absolutely despised about herself. A reminder of a failure she 
should not have allowed. 

The man smiled and bowed, “Is there anything else, my lady?” 

She shook her head, and then smiled coyly and glanced towards the bed. She shrugged, 
then pulled up her pants and turned back to her dinner. She didn’t have a great deal of 
interest in him, but his hands were skilful. 

The man didn’t respond to her offer, pretending not to notice it, and bowed, “Good 
day to you, my lady.” 

He left, leaving her only with the maid again. 

Cristata nodded to the woman and patted the seat beside her. If she was going to 
indulge and make the city believe that she was one of them, she may as well entertain 
herself as she did. 

The maid sat down nervously, “Thank you, my lady.” 

Cristata took a small fork of food, and turned, looking at the maid. The woman blushed, 
“I... I am not permitted to eat, my lady.” 

She grinned at her, disarming the woman. It wasn’t as if she was about to tell anyone, 
and the way she was blushing was adorable. It was also a kindness that would spread like 
wildfire among the servants. 

She did not want to stay here a moment longer than she needed to. 


“My lady.” The exhausted looking soldier said, helping her down from the horse. He 
wasn’t the same bright-eyed man who had felt out of his depth who had defended her in 
her bedroom as the city went to hell. 
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Syringa looked around at the darkness of the village, and nodded her head. Orphrys 
lead her through a stable and into the back of a small house. There she saw three soldiers 
circled around the fire, their uniforms abandoned by faces that she could recall from that 
night. 

She sat down cross-legged by the flames, hugging her cloak as she stared into the fire. 
She took a moment to catch her breath, and then whispered, “We came across three 
patrols on the way over. Fleet is distracting the last. She should be here by dawn.” 

Orphrys nodded grimly, and began to boil a kettle. “I have some good news, and bad 
news on that front. We’ve managed to place a few friends over the border, where they can 
hear things. The good news is that the patrols aren’t looking for you. You are officially 
labelled as dead.” 

Syringa nodded, rolling her jaw, “They’re taxation patrols. Shaking down people on 
the roads, raiding villages for half of what they have. Anything and everything to pay and 
feed the army.” 

“Yes.” Orphrys agreed, “Linnaeus is preparing for war. Your brother doesn’t care if he 
kills the nation in the process. The average is destroyed by the taxation, driven towards 
crime. Every crime now carries a penalty of either slavery, or death.” 

“This our path.” Syringa stated firmly, feeling the weight of concern trying to bury 
her, trying to snuff out the embers that were left of her will. She was near the edge of the 
abyss, about to be swallowed whole by the impossibility of what she was faced with. 

The entire group turned to her expectantly. This was a moment that her father had 
schooled her for. Her words were ones of the crawling darkness clinging to her soul, but 
now was the time, the chance to turn the night into day. 

“Our path is before us. Cold and long, and alone.” Syringa said quietly, “And that is 
the he I keep telling myself. It isn’t a truth that we live by. Our few numbers are not alone, 
nor have they ever been. Gladiators, and foreigners, gather up around us at a moment’s 
notice. I cannot step off this path, even if I gave up. The gods have set me on this road.” 

Orphrys smiled slowly, “The Narcissians, Brassia. Us. You have a way of attracting 
talent to your side, my lady.” 

“Once we cross the border, I will no longer be Calanthe.” Syringa stated firmly, making 
a decision she had been mulling over for some time. If she was walking into enemy territory, 
she had to give them a reason to keep her whole. “I will be Princess Syringa. We will be 
alone again, but we will carry the hopes, dreams, and the indomitable will of Linnaeus 
with us.” 

Brassia shifted uncomfortably, “You believe that Fleet will still leave us?” 

“Oh, she’s going to try and kill me.” Syringa said with amusement, “That’s a given, 
Brassia. Through my selfish arrogance, the same sin as my brother, I pushed Cristata 
towards her death. Fleet will claim the right of vengeance.” 

The gladiator tensed up, “The Narcissian is more skilled than any of us.” 

“But I know she’s going to attack.” Syringa’s eyes sparkled at the prospect, frightening 
the soldiers gathered around her, thinking of the costs they would face if they had to fight 
her. 

The princess shrugged slowly, looking around at them, “None of you are to interfere. 
There is a path beneath my feet. I will walk this path beneath the shining of the stars, 
or the screaming of the sun. I will walk in the shadows the dragon, and I will stand when 
everyone else falls. This is my path.” 

Orphrys smiled with amusement, “Then you have a plan, my lady.” 
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“A plan for Fleet, and a plan for Oleeae. A plan for Taenio. One for vengeance for my 
father’s death, and one for the restoration of Linnaeus. I will make Lord Dianthus regret 
the moment he turned me into an enemy.” Syringa smiled at them all, “Our path is set in 
stone, soldiers. There is no one who can send us astray.” 

It was a lie. 

She had plan upon plan, but all of them were useless and fragile. She didn’t dare to 
speak them aloud or they would see that the plans were little more than wisps of smoke 
before a storm. 

The only hope to stopping Oleeae at all wasn’t for the world to know that Princess 
Syringa was alive and well, and willing to fight. The only hope was if she could gather 
enough forces to conquer her own nation in a long and bloodied fight. 

None of the other nations yet had a reason to reach out to protect her, and use her 
as a symbol to conquer Linnaeus for themselves. The nation was imploding as Asphodel 
prepped for war, looking to their borders hungrily. 

It had taken her time to realise it, but Taenio hadn’t conquered Linnaeus just because 
he was interested in power. There was something that Asphodel had a desperate need for, 
that Linnaeus had in plenty. 

Slaves. 

The war with Narcissus had not gone as badly as the Battle of Thunbergia. Whilst 
Narcissus had lost the war, they had not done so without inflicting a fatal wound against 
their enemy. It was the Narcissians arrogance and proclivity for seeing things in terms of 
failure or success that had let Asphodel control the narrative, pretending to have defeated 
the nation of warriors with a crushing blow. 

Asphodel didn’t have enough people to patrol her borders and keep the commerce 
going. She needed resources. Food, artisans, and soldiers. All of those took time, unless 
you reached out and took what someone else already had. 

The gladiators of Linnaeus had been the goal, all along. 

In this realisation of what the new regent was supplying to his overlords was the 
opportunity to take this war and tear it apart. She couldn’t turn it into a victory, it would 
take time and the war may continue beyond her own lifetime. 

Yet, she would not leave her nation in the hands of someone who pillaged it just to 
shore up his own comfortable life. Her own hatred of her half-brother had been mild and 
disinterested, and so she had missed that he had been moving towards his own goal for so 
long. 

The execution of their father. 

Fleet staggered in out of the cold, the Narcissian flopping onto her back nearby. She 
was breathing hard, and held an arm over her eyes. She was exhausted, and weak, and 
this was the moment that she had been waiting for. 

Syringa pounced, surprising the soldier as her dagger flew from beneath her dress and 
pressed into the throat of the woman, cutting through her scarf and staining it a darker 
shade as her blood spread out slowly. 

Fleet laughed softly, “So, you will kill me then.” 

“You’ve done your duty.” Syringa replied, “Now you have another.” 

Fleet looked up at her, fearlessly, as her green eyes shone with the same passion of her 
sister. Sending a shockwave of pain through Syringa as she knelt over the woman, both of 
them still, waiting for the other one to blink. 
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“I would not kill you, princess.” Fleet said slowly, “And the insult that you think I 
would, is as insulting as the way you treated my sister. Forcing her to leave you, because 
you are too stupid to understand the least thing of Narcissus. Bringing harm to you would 
betray the memory of the Last Consort.” 

Syringa withdrew the knife, standing up slowly and sheathing it, “I drove your sister 
towards her death.” 

“It will haunt us both for the rest of time.” Fleet replied, sitting up and tightening 
her scarf around her throat, “This is the cruellest and harshest of demons that walk this 
world. You will know your regret until your life is taken. You will not go peacefully, and 
your death will not be one of glory.” 

The princess smoothed her dress as she sat down by the fire again, “Then what is next 
for you, Fleet?” 

“I am Barleria, Third Fleet of Narcissus.” The woman stated confidently, “I will return 
to my home, to the comforts of her wars. There, I will tell of the final moments of the Last 
Consort of the Tenth. Her memory will be laid to rest, finally, alongside that of Reticulata 
the Tenth. They will be reunited in death, given what they could never have in this life.” 

“A state funeral.” Syringa said quietly, “There is none who deserves to be laid to rest 
with honour more than her.” 

“Not to rest, Linnaean.” Fleet said with disgust, “Such softness is cruelty. In death the 
people of Narcissus do not go quietly into the night. We are freed from the limitations of 
the flesh, to stride alongside the gods. To drive out the demons and monsters from the 
night, as we fight to conquer all the worlds, striding from one domain to the next, wrath 
in our step and violence finally in our grasp.” 

Syringa laughed softly, “She’d like that. Free to fight a war of the gods.” 

Fleet shrugged, leaning back on her hands, “Or that’s the story, anyway. With about 
as much proof behind it as the Voice. My sister is dead, princess. That’s all there is to it. 
She’s gone. I will grieve, and then rejoin the fight.” 

The princess looked down at the embers, wondering what it was that she believed about 
the life beyond this one. It wasn’t unusual for soldiers to abandon their faith and believe 
there was nothing but a chasm. An unending end to all things. Yet, for others, their faith 
was ignited. They believed stronger than ever, as they saw the ordinary miracles of the 
battlefield. 

“I can offer little for her memory.” Syringa said quietly, “My own belong to me, and I 
will not share them. However, there is a title that Cris... Cristata. A title that she earned 
fighting on my behalf. By my birthright, I name Cristata of Narcissus, the Last Consort 
of the Tenth, and the true Narcissian, as a Ripper of Linnaeus.” 

Fleet blinked softly, “Sorry. That sounds impressive. What does it mean?” 

“The title of Ripper is rarely granted.” Orphrys said quietly, “A title given only three 
times before in the history of our nation. Reserved for a warrior so powerful, and so 
terrifying, that they should be considered an army unto themselves. The title acknowledges 
that the laws of men no longer mean anything, as they cannot be enforced. A Ripper 
chooses whether or not to follow. Whether or not to obey. They have the power of self- 
determination, and are beyond even the beck and call of the king. They are... Truly free.” 

“I... Am touched.” Fleet said carefully, “And I agree. She will be called a Ripper of 
Linnaeus. Let the souls of the next world quake, for one is coming to them for whom even 
war will answer.” 

Laminae appeared by her side, holding a small silver flask. Syringa grinned and took 
it, raising it into the air, “For the Last Consort! For the Ripper!” 
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She took a swig and passed it on. The soldiers each made a cry, warning any soul that 
might be listening of the one waiting in the wings, ready to tear and cut down anyone 
who might stand in her way. 

Fleet took the alcohol and didn’t just take a sip. She gulped for a moment, and then let 
out a earth-shaking belch, before passing it on to Brassia. The warrior stood up, smiling 
at her, ‘Til take my leave in a moment. First, Princess Syringa of Linnaeus, stand.” 

Syringa stood up slowly, unsure of what was happening. 

The warrior grabbed her firmly by the shoulders, “All you others, bear witness and 
remember this moment.” 

Fleet leaned in and kissed her on either cheek, and her grasp of her shoulders approached 
and passed painful. The firmness of a soldier who didn’t know how delicate the world was 
beside her. 

“Princess Syringa, I name you as Friend of Narcissus.” The warrior grinned at her, and 
then a knife flashed. She gritted her teeth, groaning in pain and bursting into tears, as 
Fleet smiled at her. 

The others had launched to their feet, in time for Fleet to sheathe her blade. The 
woman bowed, “Well, I’ll be seeing you. Remember her name. Remember what you made 
her do. Until your dying day.” 

The warrior walked out towards the dark, as Syringa looked down at her bloodied 
shoulder, wincing. Laminae patted the blood away gently, as the princess realised that a 
symbol had been carved into her shoulder. 

She laughed softly, “Thank you, Fleet.” 

Orphrys winced, “She hurt you, right before our crossing.” 

“It isn’t that deep.” Syringa shook her head, “I’ll be fine... But this, this is a gift. An 
opportunity that we might have to take before my brother is a defeated, kneeling and 
headless corpse.” 

The soldier looked at her shoulder with concern, “If this gets infected, you could lose 
your arm.” 

“It’ll be fine.” Syringa ignored him, “I’ve been named a Friend of Narcissus. I can cross 
their border, and I have the right to seek out their leadership to make a plea. Tell me that 
you think that’s a bad idea.” 

The soldier shrugged, the tired flooding out over him like a wave again, “A risk, but 
useful, maybe. Except we’re nowhere near Narcissus.” 

“Not yet.” Syringa shrugged, sitting down beside the flames as Laminae followed, trying 
not to sew the wound shut but to pad it out so that it would heal in the shape of the scar. 

“Now then, who shall we drink to next?” The princess laughed, “I want us to wake the 
dead.” 


Her arms slipped out from beneath the two people in her bed as her hands clapped 
together on the blade a moment before it struck her face. The hand wielding it tried to 
yank the blade back, but she struck their elbow and wrist, flipping the blade into the air. 

She launched upright off the soft bed, kicking the knife sideways and into the bell as 
she blocked a quick triple punch by the shadowy figure attacking her. Cristata made her 
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own rapid attack, her fists striking against solid forearms that felt like stone, forcing the 
figure off the bed. 

She jumped onto the ground as her compatriots began to wake up, dodging the slash 
of a curved knife before she slammed her foot down, pinning the figure close enough that 
she could block the blade and slam her other fist into their chest. 

The figure launched backwards into the dining table with the blow, and Cristata finally 
had enough starlight to see them by. Her confusion nearly cost her as she felt the knife 
skin her shoulder. 

The maid screamed as it thudded into the wall above her head, as a knock sounded at 
the door, “My lady?” 

Cristata grinned at the figure as she saw their frustration. It hadn’t been an accident 
to strike the bell with the blade before. The warrior attempted to fade out of the room, 
disappearing into the rafters. 

She followed them quickly, feeling more flexible and less constrained than she had 
before. Part of it had been the way she had chosen to fall asleep, and part of it was the 
doctor’s decent stitches no longer getting in her way. 

She emerged onto the roof, stark naked in the freezing winter air, watching as the figure 
leapt from the edge towards the street below. She shook her head, sprinting after them, 
propelling herself fearlessly forward, spinning as she moved through the air. 

She caught the ground with one hand, using her momentum to flick onto her feet 
without slowing down, running down the alley and snatching a tin mug out of a sleeping 
beggar’s hands. 

The small metal object shot from her grasp like an arrow, crashing between the shoul¬ 
ders of the figure and sprawling them onto the ground. They didn’t get a chance to stand 
before her fist struck their head into the uneven stone. 

The figure slumped still, and she lifted them up and over her shoulders, before walking 
back towards the Royal. She placed the tin mug back into the beggar’s hands as he looked 
at her in surprise and confusion. “Are you an angel?” 

She giggled silently, shaking her head, and walked back through the entrance of the 
building. Yet again there was a man in white gloves standing there, ready to stop her. 

“I... Oh my goodness.” The man blinked, “I would recommend you change your clothes, 
but any clothes at all would be better than the immodesty of this.” 

“A moment, Severain.” The maid said, rushing down the stairs, “This is our honoured 
guest... And apparently the one who attacked them.” 

Cristata hefted the weight, and walked passed the butler towards the stairs. It had 
been fun to see just what she could do for a moment or two. It had been a very long time 
since she had run with the wind, unarmed except for her own person. 

She hadn’t done it since she was abandoned alone and naked in the wastes as a child. 
She hadn’t always been the woman she was today. She had been punished for lying, and 
stealing, from another child. Nobody had expected her to survive. 

She had enjoyed coming back to Narcissus after the appointed time, wearing the skin 
of the wolf she had beaten to death. Proving that she was not merely a failure, but that 
she had the possibility to become a warrior. 

Since that moment she had dedicated herself to becoming the best Narcissian she could 
be. Until she had failed at Thunbergia, and become lost. She was finally free again. Finally 
had a goal that would allow her to be who she was. 
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Cristata tossed the figure onto her bed, smiling as the squirmed at the softness, thinking 
they were about to drown for a moment. If they had stayed unconscious for longer than a 
tiny fraction of a second she would have been concerned that she had killed them. 

She stood over the woman as the maid subtly tried to dress her. She shrugged on the 
spare silk shirt that the tailor had sent whilst he repaired the other, and began buttoning 
it slowly. 

The warrior sat up, touching their head gently, “You should have killed me. I can’t go 
back now.” 

Cristata punched them in the face, knocking them flat onto the bed. She leaned over 
them, holding their jaw and glaring into their eyes. Frightened shades of blue looked up 
at her. 

She patted them on the cheek, and leaned up, signing quickly in the air. The would-be 
assassin sighed, sitting up and yanking her scarf from her face, “Damn it. Why did it have 
to be you, Consort?” 

She smiled down at Second Cub, and shrugged, before nodding towards the man. 

Cub spread his hands, “We heard a Narcissian was in the city, making waves. We 
wanted to eliminate the possibility of scrutiny before the king heard about it. What are 
you doing here, Consort?” 

“Consort.” The doctor breathed out slowly from where he was dressing himself, “My 
lady, are you... The Last Consort?” 

Second Cub laughed, “Yeah, you freaking idiots. You’re playing host for the Last Con¬ 
sort of the Tenth. A woman sentenced to life in slavery by your king. If he hears that 
you’re alive...” 

Cristata’s hand latched around Cub’s throat, squeezing and making the man panic, 
struggling to escape her grip to get some air. She looked down at the blue eyes, and then 
shoved them into the bed, making her point. 

The doctor stood up, about to inch free from the room, when she waved to him, and 
indicated where the blade had touched her. He sighed, “I will gather my instruments, my 
lady.” 

The maid finished helping her dress, and stepped back, holding her hands at position. 
It was fun to have servants. Even if they thought she was her enemy, they wouldn’t dare 
to speak up against her, still treating her with respect. 

Cristata looked at the Cub, and shrugged. 

“I can’t tell my mission to an exile. You know that.” The man growled, and Cristata’s 
face fell, becoming deadly serious and losing the mirth she’d had since a tiny little Cub, 
who hadn’t even spent their time in the wastes yet, had tried to attack her. 

Second Cub flinched, “Fine. Look, I... Will let my leader know it’s you. They can decide 
what to do from there. How does that sound?” 

Cristata punched him in the face. 

The Cub rolled on the bed, holding their face and groaning as their nose bled every¬ 
where. “Damn it, damn it! You don’t have to keep hitting me! You defeated me. I know I 
have to obey.” 

Cristata disagreed. It was more fun to make her point this way. 

She walked over and opened the window, and waved towards it. The other Narcissian 
stood up, sniffing and wiping the blood on his face, “This was a mistake, Consort. They 
won’t be happy to hear that you’re interfering in our mission.” 
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Her elbow slammed the man across the room. She grabbed him by his hair, tilting his 
head up before she punched it down and into her rising knee. Then she tossed him out 
into the middle of the room with a thump. 

She could see the fear on the immobile maid, watching as she tore apart the Cub. 
To people like this, it wasn’t just an inexperienced Cub. They still bore the legend of 
Narcissus with them. 

This was going to spread, and reaffirm that Cristata wasn’t just another Narcissian, 
a dangerous fighter. It was going to prove to the people of the city that she was beyond 
anything that they knew. A master of war. 

She knelt her knee onto the man’s chest, threatening to crush it, and glared down at 
him. The Cub looked up at her in fear, “I don’t understand. I don’t.” 

She sighed in the air, and he winced, “I’m... Interfering? Me? They’re not going to care 
if you have a mission here, Consort. You don’t get it. This is important.” 

She dragged him upright, and signed that she would be waiting, before launching him 
out the open window with one hand. She signalled to the maid to close the curtain, and 
went to sit at the dining table, waiting for the doctor. 

The woman shut it carefully, turning and looking at her in terror, “You really are the 
Last Consort?” 

Cristata glared at her, and the maid bit her knuckles. She sighed and rolled her eyes, 
signing in the air. The woman curtsied, “Lady Cristata, as you please. I will let the others 
know how you wish to be addressed.” 

She smiled, and glanced over at the doctor entering the room. He muttered angrily as 
he quickly bonded the tiny cut shut. Upset that she might be an enemy of the state, and 
dragging him into this. 

She kissed him on the cheek, making him freeze up for a moment. He glanced back at 
the bed, remembering, and felt his shoulders slump, “I should not have done that. You’re 
going to blackmail me, aren’t you?” 

She shook her head, and the maid curtsied, “She wishes to be known as Lady Cristata.” 

The doctor blinked, “You’re not in hiding? You were a slave.” 

She nodded. 

“Oh. Did you earn your freedom?” 

She nodded again with a smile, and the man relaxed, “Sorry. Slaves in Asphodel are 
never freed. I suppose you must have been sold off to someone else.” 

She nodded, and stretched, and then began to undo her clothes again, walking out of 
them and towards the bed, collapsing into the luxury that would be sucking all the decent 
hardness out of her. Yet, with her muscles loosened, she was able to be better than she 
was. 

Or at least, that’s what she told herself. 

This mission must have been why Fleet was so close to Linnaeus after she sent the 
letter. The Narcissians in the forest had already been on their way to Asphodel, cutting 
through Linnaean territory to get around the border patrols. 

So there would be at least a dozen Narcissians, in or around the city, each one with 
a specific function to perform. Functions that apparently hinged on no suspicion falling 
on Narcissus, and no guards looking to find out if a Narcissian was making trouble in the 
city. 

They would come for her again, and she would enjoy herself. 
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She peeked through the grass carefully, as Orphrys lay beside her. They were on an 
overlooking hill, a little distance from the wall that divided Linnaeus from Catasetum. 
From here they could see the station where guards checked over those entering the nation 
officially. 

Yet, they wouldn’t be. 

Syringa had no official permission to travel documents, and obtaining them wouldn’t be 
possible. The scrutiny as her brother attempted to lock down the nation was too intense, 
even if they ignored that she needed to speak her name loud and wide if her plan was to 
work. 

Thus, they were watching the patrols of the wall. Orphrys had made a number of 
contacts as he prepared for her to cross the border, including a collection of only slightly 
unsavoury smugglers. 

Beneath one of the walls was an access through which they could cross. However, the 
space was small and cramped, with room only for one person. Timing to get in before the 
patrol, and out once they had passed, was absolutely essential. 

If they screwed up, then someone would die. Probably a lot of someone’s. With only 
her soldiers, and no more Narcissian by her side, she wasn’t as confident that she could 
win any fight. It felt like walking into battle without armour. 

Orphrys had tried experimenting with signal flags whilst he was waiting, but every 
time anything went up that was visible from the wall, a series of riders came crashing out 
within moments. 

It was a time of war and uncertainty in Linnaeus, so the border was being enforced by 
both sides with absolute violence. All the easy avenues were being closed down. Corrupt 
guards were executed, and patriotism ruled the day. 

Which meant that payments to the smugglers just for the location of their little bolt 
hole had nearly exhausted what funds the group had scraped together. They might have 
a chance to recoup those losses once into the kingdom, but they weren’t there yet. 

Syringa glared at the patrol as they stopped to talk again, noticing the proximity to 
the hidden access. This was not the first time they had stopped at that exact permission. 

“I don’t like this.” 

Orphrys grunted his agreement, “Before today, I hadn’t seen them stop there. The 
coincidence is too great. The choice is yours, but I advise that we find another way through. 
Take our time.” 

“No.” Syringa muttered slowly, “We don’t have the time. That’s the point. This... 
Might be an ambush. Delay us accessing the wall until reinforcements can arrive to hunt 
out the newcomers. Someone has reported our presence.” 

Not entirely shocking. 

They had taken precautions to arrive late, and in staggered groups. Never more than 
one of two of them leaving the small residence that they had rented. However, in a small 
village like this, it was difficult to keep any kind of secret. 

A large group looking to cross the border was going to attract attention, regardless 
of whether anyone realised that she was among them. The longer they waited, the more 
danger they would be in. 
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There was a way she might be able to salvage this. It would require placing everyone 
else at risk, with no guarantee of success, and if she made it through she would continue 
to be at risk for the foreseeable future. 

She didn’t want to make this decision. 

“Let’s head back. Give me an hour to think this through, if we can.” 

Orphrys followed her as she made her way back through the field, avoiding the gaze of 
the workers cutting into the grass. The entire time she was feeling her trepidation rising. 

One wrong move, and it would all be over. 

She wanted Cristata by her side. The woman she had lost knew exactly how to step into 
a disaster of a situation like this one and how to twist it to victory. If wasn’t a Narcissian 
trait to be defeated, especially not by anxiety. 

She looked around at the people in the small house, and sighed, “They’re waiting for 
us.” 

Laminae seemed to be the only one surprised. That was one benefit of the terrible 
morale, they always expected the worst case scenario. Dreaming up thoughts of being 
murdered in their beds. 

“If I die, my plans mean nothing, and you should all probably scatter to the wind.” 
Syringa said slowly, “You’ve done well to prepare the way for me thus far. To keep me out 
of the grasp of my insane half-brother. But I can’t ask you to do any more than this.” 

Brassia looked up, “You have an idea to get you to Catasetum. A way of keeping you 
alive, and fighting.” 

“Not really.” She shook her head, “Alive, yes. But without any resources. Without 
anything to get us through this and turn it around into a rebellion. Chance would be our 
god.” 

Orphrys took a seat, “Explain the idea. Even if you think it is terrible, my lady.” 

“Give them a target.” Syringa stated, “They’ll be looking for a woman, with a series 
of guards. So, we give them one.” 

Laminae smiled at her, “It would be my honour to serve.” 

“Actually I was thinking of putting Orphrys in your dress.” Syringa grinned, “Which 
might be worth it, if I could watch. But I won’t be.” 

The soldier looked at her with a slight amount of horror that she would even consider 
placing him into such a feminine item. He wasn’t like the Narcissians, where you couldn’t 
even tell male from female in their uniforms. 

“Orphrys and the group head towards the main gate, but be ready to break. Whilst 
I, alone, get ready to make for the smuggler’s hole. When you get close, attack and then 
scatter at the counter attack. They’ll be distracted, and might even be drawn out.” She 
spelled out her plan, “I’ll spend the day in the hole, until night. When I’ll need Brassia to 
take out a guard with an arrow by the next gate over. As the message comes in, I’ll enter 
the kingdom.” 

She shrugged, “It sucks. It will get some of you killed. It depends on things I can’t 
depend on, but if we stay here... They’ll roll in with a bunch of knights and slaughter us.” 

“Scattering.” Brassia spoke up, “Is the right thing to do. There is another way through 
this, your highness. It’s worse, but if you’re considering this 

“Speak.” She cut him off. 

The gladiator sighed, “I am of Catasetum. My birth will allow me to cross, with a 
single slave. One beaten so that they are not recognisable. The mark on your shoulder 
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will have you mistaken for a Narcissian. The rest can occupy and distract by burning the 
fields and running.” 

It was a horrifying plan. 

She had to also admit that it was better than her own. The mark on her shoulder was 
the best way of proving that she wasn’t from Linnaeus, and they wouldn’t even have to 
draw direct attention to it. 

It wasn’t healed yet, which might raise some questions, but it was beginning to. The 
gladiator knew how to act, how to play the crowd with a role. He was also one of the 
better fighters. 

“Tell me you’re not considering that.” Orphrys growled, “I will not let anyone lay a 
hand on you. Nor abandon you into the care of the gladiator. You are our future queen.” 

A little more than a month ago she would have ordered Bassia’s death for suggesting 
it. That was the difference between then and now. She didn’t want to give orders anymore, 
and she didn’t want to stand over anyone. 

It had taken Cristata’s death to teach her humility. 

The world was an empty and cold place, and through action and inaction she propelled 
the people around her to their deaths. There was nothing she could do to save them all. 
The only thing she could do was attempt to protect a few of them. 

She didn’t know if either idea would work. 

The only thing that was certain was that it was time to disperse the soldiers. She 
needed them to spread out through Linnaeus, so that they could stay alive. She could not 
be responsible for their deaths. 

She had acted brave and strong for them. Pretending that she knew a way to solve this 
situation, but the only thing that could do that was her own death. There was no possible 
way for her to reclaim the throne, no way for her to even stay alive. 

“I have an idea.” She said quietly, “However, for it to work... I need you all here. All 
of you. Spread out, spread the word. I’m alive, and I’ll be coming for Linnaeus.” 

She stood up, “You need to leave, now.” 


Cristata sat up, smiling as she saw the man whose hand she had broken setting up 
food on her table. It felt entirely too decadent to have another warm meal so soon after 
her last. She had survived on less than a single meal a day on her path towards this city. 

The man bowed, showing signs of embarrassment, “My lady, breakfast is served. Do 
you need assistance with dressing?” 

She flicked upright, hanging her shirt over her shoulders and not bothering with the 
rest. She flicked his nose teasingly as she moved passed him and sat at the table. She 
tapped the plate of unusual discs. 

“Ah, these are a delicacy of Asphodel, my lady.” Bletilla explained, “They are con¬ 
structed from flour, milk and eggs, before being fried. The sap of the maple tree is applied 
to give them a sweetness, which they soak in.” 

She used the cutlery to cut a small piece off, and bit into it, expecting it to taste 
somewhat like a sweet bread. The taste was sweeter than she’d been expecting, and it 
tasted closer to cake than it did to bread. 
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So this was what a noblewoman might eat. 

She found herself thinking up excuses as to why she should be eating it, rather than 
just accepting that she wanted to. She was overindulging, being sucked into laziness that 
so perversely distributed itself throughout this terrible society. 

She finished only half, before putting it aside. She stood up, wiping her mouth, and 
the man was standing at attention quickly. “Shall I run you a bath, my lady? Or is there 
someone you would like to see?” 

Cristata pulled at the shirt with disappointment. Bletilla nodded, “I am afraid that 
the tailor is still working on the one you arrived with. I will encourage him to prioritise 
it. Is there anything else?” 

She shook her head, strapping a knife sheath to her arm, below the tattoo of her people. 
She was tempted to laze around the room that she had hired, but that was the temptation 
of Asphodel. She was here to let the world know that she was undefeatable. So she was 
going to go out into the city, and seek out a fight. 

The man excused him from the room as she finished dressing. She sighed heavily and 
turned, shrugging. The figure dropped onto the ground unsteadily, as Second Cub stood 
up, glaring, “How did you notice me?” 

A child would have noticed the creaking of the beams above her head. 

Cristata sat down as she began pulling on her boots, and waved a hand, casually 
appearing and disappearing a bone knife as she did. The younger Narcissian shivered as 
he failed to follow the movement, “So... I have been ordered to ask you to accompany me. 
There’s someone who wants to speak to you.” 

She laughed at the thought of the Cub trying to force her to do anything at all. Whoever 
was giving him orders was determined to make him suffer for doing something. It was a 
cruel master. 

Cub crossed his arms, “Oh, come on. You wanted to meet them, didn’t you?” 

She shook her head. 

“Oh.” He said, realising, “You just want us to stay out of your way. Well... First Fleet 
is waiting to speak to you. Please, Consort.” 

Cristata paused for a moment as the title passed through her mind. Her sister had lost 
out to two others who were faster than her. Yet, at least two of the three fastest soldiers 
of Narcissus had been sent on a mission to Asphodel’s capital city. 

This was either a mission to obtain intelligence about the enemy’s forces, or this was an 
assassination. Either way, Narcissus considered it one of their highest priorities to assign 
their assets in this manner. 

She nodded firmly and stood up. 

The Cub held out a blindfold, which Cristata took and snapped it into his groin with 
a flick. He folded up, apparently having failed to done a very vital piece of armour for the 
average battle. 

He dragged himself upright, embarrassed by his weakness, and took it back, “Fine. 
Don’t be surprised if everyone is pissed off at you. Keep up.” 

Cristata waited, letting the man get a lead on her, before she ascended to the rooftops 
of the city. She ran across the peaks of the houses silently, her feet too light to be heard 
or noticed, as she looked over the city that was beginning to wake. 

It was beautiful in the dawning red light of the sun. It shone like it was burning, as 
if it were destroyed by the gods in wrathful anger. She liked this hint of death and war 
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that clung to the air as she crossed silently over a city not understanding the threat it was 
facing. 

Not yet. 

Second Cub disappeared between the thatch of a particular roof, and she followed suit, 
slipping into the gap and landing on the ground in the attic with a practised and silent 
foot. 

A lance blade breezed passed her face, cutting a couple threads of her red hair, as 
she dodged the rather predictable attack. She smiled at First Fleet, the fastest warrior, 
amused that she had dodged the blow. 

First Fleet was less than amused, and snapped the weapon upright, “You should not 
be here, exile. Failure.” 

Cristata rolled her eyes, and shrugged. 

“Leave the city. Immediately.” The man insisted, pulling back his scarf to reveal the 
scar across his chin that she had given him when they were children. “Or I will be forced 
to eliminate you.” 

The lance clattered to the floor. Her attack hadn’t landed, but neither did the counter¬ 
attack. She smiled as fists and elbows flashed between the two of them. He could always 
block each of her blows, but he couldn’t land a solid strike against her either. 

They were evenly matched, and any battle would depend on which of them gave in to 
exhaustion first, which faltered and made a mistake. She drew back, planting her feet and 
letting him take a breather, and consider the situation. 

First Fleet shook his head, “As arrogant as ever. We would not allow you the pleasure 
of a fair fight, if I chose to remove you, Cris.” 

Her fist breezed passed his face as he yanked himself out of her way at the last moment. 
She truly despised anyone who shorted her name that way, showed her that disrespect. 
And it was this one who had taught her to hate the nickname, that it was a sign of 
disrespect. 

He shrugged, “Fine. Why don’t you tell me why I should allow an exile to stay when 
it might interfere?” 

She glared at him. 

“Are you serious? You want us to go?” First Fleet said, “Of all the arrogance, Cris. We 
are here on the personal order of the king. You aren’t even worthy to cross our border.” 

She made the sign for vengeance. 

He shivered, staring into her eyes, “Oh fuck. Don’t let this be another Thunbergia, 
Cris. You failed the Tenth. You can’t fix that by 

His guard had lowered, and her fist closed around his throat. Speed meant nothing if 
you couldn’t get away. She glared down at him, considering whether or not she should 
complete the act and kill him. 

Another Narcissian attacked from behind, trying to force her to release him. She kicked 
their blade into the ground and headbutted them backwards. First Fleet held up a hand, 
croaking as she choked him, “Don’t.” 

She shoved him to the ground. 

He coughed, rubbing at his throat, and looked up at her, “So you’re here for the Tenth.” 

She shook her head. 

Every soldier froze up, and First Fleet stood up slowly, “You... Took another? You 
can’t. Not under your vow!” 
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Cristata smiled at him coyly, and his jaw dropped, “Wait. This silence, now, isn’t the 
same vow? You... Succeeded? You save one blessed by the gods?” 

She nodded, and made the symbol for Linnaeus. 

“Princess Syringa.” First Fleet breathed slowly, “She’s dead. So you have come here 
for Prince Taenio, then.” 

Syringa would not be dead. She was protected by Third Fleet, and Brassia. Even if the 
rest of the soldiers proved utterly worthless, the slaughter that would be required to move 
through those two would have reached her ears. 

She had to believe it. 

It had to be her half-brother. He would believe that Syringa had died, and call off 
the hunt. That was the way he established that he was the sole regent of Linnaeus, and 
clamped down on any thought of rebellion. There was no one with a right to the throne, 
preventing any uprising from being able to unite all the people, making it easier to break 
them. 

Yet, Cristata still felt a lingering and cold doubt. 

The man breathed out, “Well, I can’t let you. We are here for Taenio as well. To make 
sure that he survives an assassination attempt. Do you understand that, Cris? You will 
be going against your king if you get in our way.” 

All mirth she had vanished. Every shred of happiness and determination about her 
chosen path shattered. To move against the order of the king, was to move against every 
rule and truth that bound her life together. 

She could understand the order of the king. That Taenio’s incompetence made prepar¬ 
ing the border easier, made the skirmishes more likely to succeed. If he remained in place, 
then the invasion of Narcissus was something that could be better defended against. 

She was faced with an impossible choice. 

To move against the will of her king, to endanger her own people and likely to fight 
and kill them. Or she could do what she knew was right, and righteous. To cut down the 
dog that had threatened Syringa, and remained a threat to her. 

If Taenio died by the hand of a Narcissian, then Linnaeus had a chance for freedom 
and redemption, but Asphodel would launch a full-scale attack against her homeland, 
which was still devastated by the previous war. Unprepared to face the furious attack of 
overwhelming force a grieving king would deploy. 

First Fleet stood up slowly, “Was this... Princess... A worthy consort for a warrior of 
your class?” 

Cristata nodded without hesitation. 

The man breathed out a heavy sigh, “I have my orders. I can understand the anger 
you have, and you do have the right of vengeance. Yet, I must still stop if you if you try. 
For the friendship we once had, I give you warning. Don’t get in my way.” 

She shook her head, still reeling, and left the way she had come in. She didn’t make it 
very far, before she sat down on a roof, staring at the horizon as she felt icy claws wrapped 
around her heart. 

The enemy routed her at every turn, like they had at Thunbergia. She could already 
see the concluding acts of this battle, like she had then. There was no way out. Some 
battles simply could not be won. 

It was the nightmare for every Narcissian, and last time it had broken her will. The 
only thing that had brought her back from the edge of living death was the arrogant but 
adorable princess who had no true understanding of battle or war. 
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An irritating little thing that had become quickly obsessed with owning and conquering 
her, bringing her to heel. Cristata couldn’t think of a single thing that had led her to the 
moment when she had decided that she wanted Syringa in her life. 

Second Cub lighted on the roof, sitting beside her silently. 

The man was trying to reassure her, let her know that he sympathised with a position 
that he could not possibly understand. He was still just a Cub. The tough choices of life 
hadn’t yet passed in front of him. He hadn’t been reforged in the wastes yet. He was a 
blade untouched by the grindstone. 

If the tailor wasn’t done with the shirt by tonight she’d probably kill him. It was the 
only thing she had left off the princess. From when the princess had swapped their shirts, 
at that first meeting, desiring to own something, and not realising the gift she had given 
to Cristata. 

She felt alone. 

In this city of thousands, with her countryman beside her, she was truly alone. There 
was no one else who could understand the weight that she felt on her shoulders. Every 
moment of every day. 

Twice now she had lost paradise. 


110 



Ill 


Past &; Future 


6 Past & Future 

Her head was screaming, a roar that just about blocked out the sharp stabbing pain in 
her neck and shoulders. Almost. Everything ached, like she’d been thrown to the arena. 

Syringa forced herself to open her eyes against the brilliant light, blinking as her eyes 
watered, protesting as if she was staring directly into the sun. Not that there was much 
to see. A couple mats on a stone floor, and a single window by the door. 

A better place than she had been staying at with the others, to afford the glass. Still 
not exactly a palace. So she hadn’t been captured then, but she still had no clue where 
she was. 

She sat up against the wall, flinching at her neck and shoulders, shielding her eyes as 
she tried to remember something about how she had got here. The only thing she could 
recall was sending everyone away, with the intention of walking straight up to the gate 
where they would kill her. 

She was alone again. 

It wasn’t the same as dying alone in the dark, choking and spluttering, terrified as the 
shadows closed in, dragging her down. Yet, it brought back the memories. Reminding her 
that her death was creeping up towards her. 

That nothing she could ever do could keep her from a fate now set in stone. 

“Oh, thank the gods.” A familiar voice said quickly, “I thought I’d killed you for a 
while there.” 

Syringa stared as she saw the figure by a door she hadn’t noticed, carrying in a pile of 
firewood. They dropped the pile in a rough stack, brushing the bark and sawdust off them 
as she continued to stare, confused. 

Had it all been a dream? 

Was she somewhere else? 

Third Fleet smiled at her, a hand on her hip, as she pulled her scarf out of the way, 
“Well, Princess Syringa, welcome to Catasetum.” 

“What the fuck did you do?” 

Fleet jerked in surprise, “Cool it, princess. I didn’t mean to nearly kill you. But, I 
didn’t really want to let you commit suicide. You knew they were searching fro you, right? 
Price on your head is fancy. Tempting, if I’m honest.” 

Syringa shook her head, “Nope. Nope. Not getting it. You left. Everyone left.” 

“Yeah, because you’re stupid.” Fleet laughed, dropping beside the fire as the embers 
crackled into life, “You have a problem princess. You think it is all on you to carry the 
entire world. Which is very noble of you. Did you know nobles die at an extraordinary 
rate? I can’t tell you the number of idiots who try and fight fair against me.” 

Syringa clenched her fists, “Catasetum. How am I here, and why are you?” 

“I shoved you in a barrel of shit.” Fleet said with a casual shrug, “Nobody ever wants 
to go looking through that, so you’re here because we walked through the gates. I mean, 
they poked it with a sword, but you had a shield above your head.” 

Syringa took a sniff of her clothes and winced, “Well, that’s hair-curling. Moving on, 
this is the third time I am going to ask you. Why are you here?” 

“I... Can’t answer that.” Fleet said hesitantly and shrugged, “Look, I would have turned 
up if I knew you were that depressed and that stupid. Really. I want you to live a long life, 
to not insult Cristata’s memory. But, something happened and sent me back your way.” 
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The princess frowned, “You got your orders. Are they to protect, kidnap, or kill me?” 

“I can’t answer that.” The soldier replied with a shrug, “As stupid as that might sound. 
But you’re right, I got some orders. I couldn’t tell my own mother about them.” 

Syringa’s ears pricked up, “Your mother. Do you... Mind... Telling me about her?” 

Fleet poked at the flames, as if considering the request. Like it wasn’t something she 
would usually be allowed to talk about. It might not be, considering the structure of 
Narcissus. The way they avoided names and referred to each other by titles. A society 
built on secrecy. 

“Asterid.” She said at length, “My mother’s name was Asterid. She’s old now, retired 
from the army. She breaks her back working on a farm in the hills to the south of the 
volcano. The soil is mixed with the ash. That’s the smell of home, for me. Ash and blood.” 

Syringa scooted closer to the flames, “You say it like it’s painful.” 

“It is.” Fleet sighed, “Not just because I miss home, but because it isn’t what we had, 
once. I bought the land for her, after we... Lost everything. We were never the most well 
off family. Never a claim to fame. Until my sister.” 

“Oh.” Syringa said softly, “When she... Thunbergia...” 

“Yeah.” Fleet said with anger, “Yeah, when she failed at Thunbergia, she failed us all. 
She was sold into slavery. She didn’t have to watch as the house that had been in our 
family for three hundred years was burned to the ground, with our mother and father 
inside. She didn’t have to watch as our father begged to be executed, rather than live with 
the shame of what Cristata had done.” 

Syringa flinched, “I’m... So sorry.” 

“Save your pity, Linnaean.” Fleet snapped, “It isn’t appreciated.” 

“Could she have won at Thunbergia?” 

“Nope.” Fleet said, irritation in her voice, “She should have retreated. Living to fight 
another day isn’t failure. It’s motivation. That isn’t something that any Narcissian should 
have to be taught. But she was pissed, and so a thousand people lost their lives. And I 
lost my family.” 

“She left you, alone.” 

Fleet jerked her head up, “Blood hell. I really do dislike how you seem to be able to 
see straight through me. I bet that used to piss off Cristata, too, right?” 

Syringa smiled sadly, “A little. I think it was mostly because she hadn’t worked out 
what I was putting into words, yet. I, a stranger, knew her better at times.” 

“She always had problems with emotions.” Fleet nodded and sighed, tears forming in 
her eyes, “I miss my sister. I miss... Her bloody mindedness. The way she saw the world 
as a series of battles to be won. Knowing what to do next. Always.” 

“You have her glare.” Syringa said quietly, “Like you’re staring through the person, 
stripping them bare to the world. A look that makes you feel naked, and alone.” 

“We get that from our mother.” Fleet replied softly, “I... I’m not meant to remember 
who she was before the failure. Like I’m not meant to remember that Cristata was the 
Narcissian. Our mother, earned the title of Yuki. Cold, heartless, and going to eat your 
soul. That’s what her wrath meant.” 

Syringa giggled, “And I suppose you received more than your fair share of that. Rule 
breaker.” 

“I wasn’t always like this.” Fleet pouted, “I mean, when I was a kid, I was a good girl. 
It was always Cristata getting into trouble. I just used to hide until it was over. Running 
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away. That’s how I became the fastest, trying to outpace the wrath following in my sister’s 
wake.” 

Syringa smiled slowly, “She was the one getting in trouble?” 

“Oh, so much.” Fleet wiped the tears from her face, “I remember once, when she 
started to realise she was different to me. She just wasn’t interested in the boys wrestling 
and fighting. So, whilst I was a little preoccupied by one who really knew how to use a 
lance, she snuck off and started spying on the hot springs. The women’s side. The one she 
could have just walked into and no one would have blinked.” 

Syringa laughed, “She got caught.” 

“So much.” Fleet shook her head, grinning at the memory. “One of the elder women 
caught her... Occupying herself... And knocked her out of the tree with her sandal. A 
weapon of devastating precision. Of course, she ran straight for me, which meant I had to 
run from a bunch of half-naked and pissed off elders. Right into the arms of our mother.” 

“The Yuki.” Syringa said dramatically. 

Fleet made a face, “She sent us both into the wastes for a week for that. I got it because 
I failed to stop her.” 

Syringa frowned, “The wastes?” 

“It’s a place.” Fleet winced, “A place where... You don’t go. Not if you want to keep 
living. Twice, Cristata was exiled to the wastes for a year. She was expected to die. Twice, 
she came back, proving she was a... Awe inspiring... Warrior.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Fleet rolled her eyes, “You know, I really hate hearing that. Apologies make some 
sense... But it isn’t something a Narcissian will generally do. It makes the person being 
apologised to feel weak.” 

“You give them a fair fight instead.” Syringa said quickly, “That fight, before I... Pushed 
her away... Was an apology?” 

“Close.” Fleet nodded, “Disturbingly quick, as always. I was just sort of giving her a 
nudge. She was feeling like she couldn’t protect you, because she’d failed and got herself 
injured. So I gave her a fair fight.” 

Syringa looked down, “I hate myself for it, if that helps.” 

“I never said I didn’t hate you for it, too.” Fleet retorted. “I... Loved my sister. She 
was my idol, for a long time. Because no matter what she did wrong, no matter what 
punishment was forced on her, she would rise above it. They gave her impossible tasks, 
trying to beat her into the unquestioning soldier, and she came back unchanged. And you 
killed her.” 

“I am not Narcissian.” Syringa hesitated, trying to control her breathing as she prepared 
to confess to something that would probably inspire the woman to kill her. “When a 
Linnaean is defeated... When we fail... We are... Expected to take... Our own lives. It’s 
the right thing to do.” 

“Stop.” Fleet snapped, “I don’t want to hear this. I know it, but I don’t want to. So, 
shut up.” 

“No.” Syringa snapped right back, “This is not just about you! It isn’t just about 
Cristata, either. I am a failure of a queen. I am a failure of a person. I am lazy, and cold 
and arrogant. I have never done one good thing in my life. I am not redeemable. Her death 
is just... The last straw. I’m done. Broken.” 

“Don’t take it the wrong way, princess, but go fuck yourself.” Fleet replied, “You might 
not be of Narcissus by birth, but you are now. I named you Friend. I took a risk. If you 
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are a failure, then no more farm by the volcano. No more Barleria. The last shreds of our 
family honour will be destroyed.” 

“I don’t even know what being a Friend means.” Syringa shook her head, “I don’t 
know Narcissus. I barely had days to learn about your people, and most of it is mythical 
nonsense.” 

“Friend is a title.” Fleet said through gritted teeth, “A title. You hold a title in Nar¬ 
cissus. You might not be able to be Queen of Linnaeus, but you have the rights of a noble 
in Narcissus. That’s the risk I took, trusting you.” 

“Why are you here, Fleet?” Syringa demanded, “Why couldn’t you let me go?” 

“You’re family!” The woman shouted back at her, “I am not going to go and let you 
dishonour yourself like this. You are Narcissian. To honour the memory of my sister. You 
are now my sister. I will protect you, even from yourself.” 

Syringa felt it punch her in the gut, and blinked, staring. 

The soldier shrugged and looked away from her, “That’s what it means. Jerk.” 

“So... You are kidnapping me, then.” Syringa said slowly, trying to smile despite how 
her gut was twisting as she realised she had nearly destroyed the life of the surviving sister. 

Fleet smiled at her, “You could say that, I guess.” 

Syringa breathed out a sigh of relief, and leaned back, staring at the flames, “I am 
sorry. Even if that isn’t a Narcissian thing to do. But now... Now I don’t know what to do. 
Catasetum won’t have as many headhunters after me, but that’s about all. I was hoping 
a slave revolt might tip the scales, but that’s what Fve sent the others to do. There’s 
nothing for me here.” 

“You tried to become a martyr.” Fleet growled angrily, shaking her head, “You can be 
a right bitch, when you try. Well, lucky for you, I’m not as stupid. There is somewhere we 
are going, tomorrow. We have an appointment.” 

“Orders.” Syringa mused, “So, where have you been ordered to take me?” 

“Bloody hell. Stop guessing what Fve been told.” The woman shook her head, “We’re 
going to go speak to someone who can help you. That’s all I can say, for now. Can you 
please stop picking holes?” 

“A bad habit.” She smiled at the soldier, “So, you’re my sister, then. Can’t say that I 
saw that one coming.” 

“Just shut up.” Fleet shook her head. 


She sat in the tavern, listening to the moaning and groaning of the crowd. These were 
all mercenaries, complaining about the lack of any decent jobs to be had. Mostly her fault, 
for slaughtering the top listed criminals in a single day. 

It would take time before the others filled the power vacuum, rising up by killing each 
other. The average person might be caught in the conflict, but the kingdom wouldn’t issue 
a warrant until they were sure they were after the right one. 

She stood up suddenly, and crashed her tin mug down on the tabletop. The groups of 
the room stopped and turned, all eyes on the mysterious Narcissian who had ruined their 
livelihoods. 
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She smiled and crashed the mug down again, and some of the veterans looked at her 
with attention, and echoed the sound. She struck the surface, again, and again. The pattern 
a slow and consistent cry in the room, the sound of a heartbeat, the twice-struck drumbeat. 

One of the younger mercenaries was shoved to his feet by a member of his group. The 
boy smiled nervously, yet he seemed to know the song. A song of her homeland, of battle 
and rage. 

“Cry of war, and rivers of blood, they roll.” He sang, his voice low and rolling as more 
and more mercenaries began to strike along with the beat. The song that she missed so 
dearly. 

“Lift up your eyes, and raise up the cry... Into battle we go.” 

She felt her head rising and falling as she looked around and saw the igniting fury of 
these few men. They were not soldiers, and they were not strong, but she could change 
that. 

“Lurk the edge of the battlefield, as the fury grows deep inside.” 

This was the moment, at the edge of the field. As she looked across to see those that 
dared to stand against her. It was not bravery that lead men to stand when her righteous 
fury came against them. It was foolishness. 

“They speak and they roar, calling us out, crying for our... Failure.” 

It was not Narcissian to fail, to fall. She had fallen more times than any one person 
had a right to. Yet, she was still hear. The winter was cold, and long, and yet she was 
here, within spitting distance of her goal. 

Her king stood in her way, but her will was not broken, and her spirit was not defeated. 
This was her moment, her chance to stand up against the cruelty of someone who had 
made Syringa suffer. 

“Into the war we rush, into the battle we fly, to tear them apart.” As the boy sung 
the last line of the verse the entire tavern roared along with it. She could see the drinks 
quickly passing out as the proprietor took advantage of the rising spirit. 

Cristata placed a foot on the table, and she did the only thing she was allowed to under 
her vow of silence. She let her spirit saw as she sang the chorus of her home. 

“This is the cry of Narcissus. This is the scream of the gods.” Her voice collided and 
mixed with the deeper voice of the younger, a lyrical sweetness hovering above his own. 

“Into battle we fly, to tear them apart. Righteous and strong.” She sang, holding out 
her hand and lifting the boy up onto the table. The two span around each other as they 
sang, the entire room singing and crashing along. 

“Into battle we fly, to tear them apart. Blameless and courageous.” His voice was rising 
and firming as his confidence grew. She rested her elbow against his as they spun back 
and forth to the beat. 

“This is the cry of Narcissus. This is the scream of the gods.” 

As the chorus ended, Cristata fell into the music, her feet striking against the tabletop 
as she spun and clapped, not just drawing the eye of the people, but their undivided 
attention. 

She flipped from the table to land solidly on the stonework, ending the song. 

There were catcalls, whistling and laughter, before each turned back to their drinks, 
and the young boy launched into another song, which she was completely disinterested in. 

She dropped onto a seat backwards, beside one of the older mercenaries she had spied, 
leaning her elbows on his table. The man looked at her and smiled slowly, “You truly are 
Narcissian, then.” 
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She grinned at him, her eyes as cold as steel. 

He frowned, “So, what do you want with me?” 

She rubbed her fingers together, and he shrugged, “Of course I want to earn some gold. 
Though I can’t imagine any of these idiots require you have help.” 

Cristata dismissed the wanted posters, before grabbing one and flipping it over. She 
sketched quickly with charcoal, and turned it towards him. The man examined the face 
she had drawn carefully, “Do you want them, or want them dead?” 

She shrugged. 

He scratched at his beard, “I’ve heard a thing or two. This is the Rat King of the 
Warrens. There’s rumours that they’re a Narcissian deserter. If you go down into the 
Warrens, you don’t come back up without their say so.” 

First Fleet. So he wasn’t here just on the orders of the king. He would have violently 
crushed the suggestions that he was a deserter, or hidden himself better, if he was. 

The man shrugged, “If you’re looking to get at them, alive or dead, you can count on 
me. You can count on me for twenty gold pieces, not a cut less.” 

She considered him, and nodded at the others sitting with him. The man frowned, “So 
you’re not just looking to hire me as a companion, then. Will you be in on this particular 
hunt?” 

She shook her head. It would defeat the point, if she was. 

“Boys.” The man started, and the entire table stopped drinking and eating for a mo¬ 
ment, turning to their leader. “She wants to hire us to grab the Rat King. Alive or dead.” 

“I’m out.” One of the younger ones stated, “I notched my axe on that bandit’s collar. 
I’m not going up against this without a repair, and that’s a week away.” 

Another let go of the whore in his lap, disappointing her as he ushered her away with 
some silver. “The Rat King, eh? He’s Narcissian. Double my usual fee, boss. If I’m risking 
my neck on this one, I want to be able to retire.” 

The man glanced around, getting agreements, “That’ll be forty then, lass.” 

She ignored the casual insult as a cultural misunderstanding, and produced twenty 
gold pieces, catching the attention of half of the tavern, placing it gently atop the wanted 
poster. 

The mercenary looked at her grimly, “Half now. Half if we manage to make it back, 
then?” 

She shrugged, and then produced a small curved bone dagger and placed it alongside 
the gold. The man’s eyes lit up as he saw the weapon, and he nodded slowly, “A Narcissian 
blade. We’re getting there.” 

She rolled her eyes and placed a second knife with the first. Then crossed her arms, 
indicating that the negotiations were at an end. The man nodded and picked up one of 
the knives, turning it over in his hands, “I assume if we fail you’ll expect us all to die, or 
you’ll come for us?” 

She shrugged. 

Usually she would, but she would probably be occupied and on the verge of death 
herself. Too busy to enforce the legend of her people and make these soft fools believe that 
nobody could ever cut down a true Narcissian. 

The man nodded, “It’s agreed. You just hired yourself the Lamiales.” 

Cristata launched to her feet, catching a passing waitress, and kissed her on the cheek, 
tucking a coin into the woman’s pocket. It wasn’t a guarantee, but she wanted a distraction 
from what she had just done. 
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The woman blushed, as Cristata walked away and out of the tavern. As she arrived 
into the busy street, she felt the Cub stepping out the shadows behind her. She ignored 
them, moving towards the market. 

Second Cub didn’t try and hide their movements, just trailing along behind her. She 
could understand the reluctance, but if their positions were reversed she would not have 
hesitated, and she would not have sought an explanation. 

Cristata ducked into a smith, flicking a copper to the man as she sat down at the 
grindstone, as she began to shape her half-finished blade. Shaping bone was difficult, at 
times. The smell wasn’t something that she enjoyed, either. 

Second Cub, crossed their arms, glaring down at her, “I should report this. Fleet will 
kill you. Do you understand the position you’ve put me in? Choosing my king, or the 
Narcissian? I still remember what you were. I can’t forget what you’ve done for us.” 

Cristata shrugged at him, holding up her knife and gently touching the edge, before 
turning it back to the grindstone. The warrior grabbed her shoulders in frustration, “Don’t 
you dare ignore me. You owe me an explanation.” 

She flashed the knife across their wrist, making them fall backwards, holding the shallow 
cut bleeding out. Cub stared at the vambrace that had been sliced open so easily, and back 
to her, “So you’re going to war against Narcissus, then. Traitor.” 

Cristata put down the knife slowly, shaking with anger at the word. 

Cub glared, “Well? What is it then?” 

She stood up, grabbing them by the ear and dragged them over to the smith, who 
looked at them both nervously, “I don’t want to get involved.” 

She grabbed a piece of charcoal from his furnace, her skin blistering in the moment, 
before sketching the face onto the benchtop. She tapped it, glaring at the man, as she 
continued to hold onto the Cub’s ear. 

“The Rat King.” The smith said nervously, “Uh... He’s meant to be a Narcissian de¬ 
serter, right?” 

She let go, and Cub slammed a hand onto the image, “A deserter? Why would you 
even think that? Wait. How do you know his face?” 

Cristata went back to the grindstone as the cub tried to interrogate a man who knew 
next to nothing. She didn’t know for certain that there was any truth to it, but there was 
doubt. That alone was unacceptable. 

The Narcissian gave up, wandering back to her, “You can’t be serious. You know First 
Fleet. He can’t be a deserter.” 

He could, actually. The cub hadn’t been at Thunbergia when the lines had failed. When 
hundreds of brave and true warriors had turned tail and run. Even if First Fleet hadn’t 
been there, anybody could be a coward. 

She had made the mistake of overestimating the unbreakable will of her people. They 
were still just people. Anybody could be defeated, if you knew their weak points. Anybody 
could fail. 

“If he is... I can’t go back.” The cub stated angrily, “I will have to choose between my 
duty to him, and my duty to the kingdom. Shit. Why did I follow you...?” 

Cristata smiled up at him, and made the symbol for his rank. 

The youngster rolled their eyes, “Thanks. I think you’re putting me through something 
worse than the wastes, all the same.” 

She shook her head. 
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The wastes were not as kind as politics. Words were never enough to save you out 
there. The world didn’t care if you were eloquent, or brave. It would tear you to pieces all 
the same. The strongest could be cut down in a moment. Everyone was a single breath 
away from death. 

She stood up, tucking her knife away and walked back over to the blacksmith, who 
smiled nervously, “Anything else I can help you with? A sword, lance?” 

She grabbed him by the throat, glaring at him. 

The man raised his hands nervously, before grabbing for his hammer and attempting 
to bring it down on her. He missed, striking the benchtop as she wheeled over his head, 
before striking the back of his head with a casual fist. 

He crumpled to the ground, but she didn’t have time to care if he lived or died. 

She approached the back room of the smithy silently, before ducking back from the 
door as she saw the eye through the lock. It swung open as a lance stabbed out of it 
desperately. 

She grabbed the weapon and yanked it from the fragile grasp easily, looking at the 
underfed woman dressed only in chains. She looked at Cristata in terror, “Please don’t 
kill me.” 

She considered her carefully, and then grabbed the woman’s wrists, where she had been 
hammering on the slave bonds to try and break them. Cristata unlocked them expertly, 
letting the iron fall to the ground. 

The woman stared, “What? You’re saving me? But... He was... Helping me.” 

She shook her head. He hadn’t been helping the runaway slave. He had been pretending 
to as he waited for the guards to arrive so he could collect his share of the reward that 
had been posted on her head. 

Cristata grabbed some chainmail from the wall, slipping it over the slave’s head so she 
looked less obvious, and pressed a handful of coins into her hands, and pointed to the back 
door. 

The slave nodded and sprinted from the room. 

She turned, waiting, as the soldiers burst in quickly. One in a darker uniform shoved 
to the front, “Where is the slave!?” 

Cristata balanced a knife on her finger and shrugged. 

The soldier glanced at the fallen smith, and to her, “Well, you let her get away. I 
suppose the rumours I heard of the immortal Narcissian were wrong. You can fail.” 

The knife slammed through his feet, and into the stonework beneath it, lodging securely. 
Cristata stepped forward, smiling as she took the sword from his hand effortlessly and 
dropped it to the ground. 

She tilted the frightened soldier’s head downwards and kissed him gently. She patted 
him on the cheek, and then her fist slammed into his gut, buckling his armour instantly. 

She walked out passed them, letting her legend grow, and feeling just a touch of her 
wrath at the slave trade in this horrible city fading. She couldn’t save them all, but if she 
could spare anyone from going through what she had, it would be worth it. 

She smiled at the thought of killing the man who had originally owned her, and began 
to trace her route through the city, moving towards the building she had been held in for 
so long. It had never been a home. 

She was going to burn it to the ground. 
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“New clothes.” Fleet stated, tossing them to her, “Toss the others in the fire.” 

“No.” Syringa stated, as she began to undo her shirt carefully. The one thing that she 
had received from Cristata. She would not forget her. 

Fleet raised an eyebrow, “We’ll be moving out with a caravan, headed for the capital. 
We don’t have anyone to carry your hear for you.” 

She placed the shirt carefully on the ground, folding it, “It isn’t mine.” 

The soldier screwed up her face in confusion, before easing down again, shaking her 
head. “So, how’d you get it?” 

“The usual way.” Syringa replied, “She went back wearing mine.” 

“You slept with her.” Fleet shivered, “Yep, still not comfortable knowing about that. 
At all. Was it her idea or yours?” 

“Mine.” Syringa smiled, “I... Wanted a piece of her. She didn’t care for me, then. Not 
a jot.” 

Fleet nodded, “Well, burn the rest.” 

The soldier began to shed her own uniform into the fire, confusing Syringa as she 
saw that they were planning on wearing a dress. She had become so accustomed to the 
masculine features of the people she was struggling to picture a Narcissian acting like a 
lady. 

“Shut up.” 

Syringa giggled, “I didn’t say anything.” 

Fleet rolled her eyes, “Two defenceless ladies of the court attract less attention than a 
lady and her guard. That’s it.” 

She shrugged on the rough cotton dress, feeling the chafing of the terrible seams, and 
stood up, bundling the shirt up and tucking it under her arm. The soldier was right that 
it wasn’t the most practical of things, but she wasn’t going to let it go. 

Fleet stood up, muttering to herself angrily as she swapped small black studs from 
her ears that Syringa hadn’t noticed with dangling silver loops. The transformation was 
astonishing. If her face wasn’t made of angry stone, she might have looked like she belonged 
to a court. 

The soldier tucked the studs into a pocket sewn into the inside of the dress, and held 
out two sets of ear rings. One was another set of large hoops, the other was coloured glass 
hanging from a small tendril. 

She took the dangling orbs and winced as she found the closed holes in her ears, pushing 
through with a little wince. She’d sold her diamonds some time ago, to keep the group 
afloat and fed. 

Fleet dabbed at her ears, clearing the specks of blood, and then stabbed back, “There, 
now you look less like a fugitive. Restored to your rightful place, Lady Syringa.” 

She smiled slowly, “So we’re not hiding my identity, then?” 

“Not yours, just mine.” The soldier nodded, “There may be an opportunistic bandit 
or two, but it shouldn’t be a problem. Catasetum isn’t particularly happy with either 
Asphodel or Linnaeus right now. And they can hold their own if it comes to economics or 
war.” 
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Syringa twirled, feeling her dress spin lightly, and let out a sigh. It felt nice to be back 
in clothes that weren’t created to be solely practical, but designed to attract attention, 
even if they were cheap. 

She pretended to not be watching as Fleet pulled at her own dress, clearly uncomfort¬ 
able and feeling out of sorts. She had been hoping for a sign that the woman secretly liked 
it, which was clearly not the case. 

“You are as subtle as a mule.” The soldier stated, “Come along, peeper.” 


The fat geezer lounged on his throne, surrounded by his slaves. He even had one of 
them between his legs as she was ushered into the room for an audience. His sloth, and 
ability to use people as tools, was reviling. 

He hadn’t changed at all. 

The man looked at her tiredly, “The famous immortal. What business do you have 
with me? Seeking a playmate who can handle a degree of rough treatment?” 

Fucking slavetrader didn’t even recognise her. 

He had made her life a living hell for two years. Focusing on breaking her above any 
other slave, using her to the point where even his own people would be disgusted and yet... 
She meant so little to him he didn’t even know who she was. 

Burning him alive wasn’t enough. 

She finally realised it as she saw him barely even paying attention to either her or the 
slave he was abusing. It didn’t matter what she did, or how she punished him. It would 
never be enough to satisfy her. She could never make him know fear and pain the way he 
had forced them upon her. 

She shook her head. 

The man sighed, and snapped his fingers, “Out you go, ladies. Seems this one wants 
my attention. Sorry, pleasure is the luxury of my position. It might not always be seemly 
to a foreigner. A Narcissian, correct? A vow of a silence as well, I suppose.” 

She gave a small nod. 

He shrugged, “What do you want with me? It isn’t like a Narcissian to seek out a slave 
trader. As I understand it, your kind doesn’t... Appreciate... The chasm between the living 
and the enslaved.” 

She tapped her chest, and the man took a moment, “Hnun... I did sell a Narcissian a 
while ago, if you’re looking for it. Terrible slave. If you’re looking for a refund, I warned 
the one who purchased it that it would never survive the arena.” 

She smiled slowly, glaring at him. 

His face fell just as slowly, as he realised, “Oh my. So you came back home, then? A 
runaway? Or just an idiot? I guess I could break you all over again. I wouldn’t mind doing 
that at all.” 

He screamed as she cut off his most proud part. She ignored the soldiers bursting into 
the room, patting his cheek gently. She couldn’t take her time with this, but she no longer 
felt like tainting herself with it. 

His pain was not her pleasure. It was simply a demand of the world. The dispassionate 
hand of justice. She would not enjoy this, but neither could she allow this avatar of 
corruption to continue to exist. 
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She slit his throat with a flash of her blade, before turning to the ones who would 
now attempt to prevent her leaving. She placed her knife away with deliberate slowness, 
indicating she had done what she had come here for. 

One of the soldiers stepped forward, “You will be escorted to the palace jails, to await 
trial. Do you understand?” 

She put a hand over her mouth, giggling silently. She wasn’t particularly interested in 
a fight right now, and would probably not put in the effort required, which would get her 
hurt. Right now she was just... Hollow. 

She just wanted to be left alone. 

It wasn’t like she didn’t desire violence. She only truly felt alive in the middle of a battle, 
when her life might be taken. It was as her blade raised worship to her god, separating 
soul and flesh that she could truly be free. 

Warrior, exile, slave. 

None of that mattered when she had the freedom of the fight. She was not controlled 
by her fell circumstance in battle. There she could be what she had been born to be, and 
always would be. 

She rolled her shoulders, and waved a hand. 

The sword cut the air into wisps in front of her face, before she gently took the wrist 
and sliced the tendon with a twang. It was too easy fighting an Asphodellian. They lived 
a life of sad luxury. 

She shoved him out of the way as he screamed like she was hacking him slowly into 
tiny pieces, and walked passed the other soldiers, stinking of sweat. They didn’t attempt 
to stand in her way. 

She’d thought she would enjoy killing the man who had tortured her for so long. Instead, 
she just felt hollow inside. As if a part of her had died along with him, like a piece of her 
soul that he still had his claws in had been dragged into the underworld. 

Cristata paused as she stepped into the street, understanding why the terrible soldiers 
hadn’t bothered to stop the one who had killed their master. It wasn’t just an overdevel¬ 
oped sense of self-preservation, and an underdeveloped sense of honour. 

A man in black scaled armour stepped forward, “Narcissian. You are under arrest, by 
the order of the king. Come quietly.” 

Cristata raised an eyebrow, and the soldier tensed up, nearly drawing his blade as he 
did. He swallowed nervously, “Please, I’m trying to be polite here. I don’t want to see 
any of my men die. We would attempt to disable you, and even if you kill us all, I can’t 
imagine a Narcissian being content without tendons in their ankles.” 

She crossed her arms, tapping her foot. 

There was something off about this confrontation. The soldiers of the king should not 
hesitate to give their lives to kill someone who opposed them, even in as weak a place as 
Asphodel. 

Underestimating the resolve of these people had lead to her failure at Thunbergia. 
They were just as proud and willing to fight as any other people in the world. That was 
a mistake she was unwilling to repeat. 

He was only mildly threatening her, and trying to be polite by acknowledging that 
she might be more skilled than they. Not that skill particularly mattered when she was 
outnumbered ten to one. 

Being outnumbered, time after time, had lead to the scars that now criss-crossed her 
body. They were her personal failures. When faced with overwhelming odds she never did 
the smart thing, the Narcissian thing. She didn’t retreat to face another day. 
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She smiled at him confidently, and lifted out her wrists, offering herself up for the 
chains she so despised. It didn’t matter that nobody could keep them on her if she didn’t 
want them to. It mattered that she was, once again, someone else’s property. A prisoner 
was just a slave. 

There was no difference. 

The soldier hesitantly clamped the heavy-gauge metal around her wrists, and frowned, 
“Are you going to cooperate fully? Or do I need to risk a couple of us to hold you?” 

Cristata rolled her eyes and shrugged. It didn’t matter either way. One should not 
trust that a murderer would follow through with their word. The man she had killed had 
deserved it, but he wasn’t a soldier. Wasn’t a fighter. There was no honour in his death. 

It didn’t take her long to confirm that this wasn’t simply an arrest. She wasn’t being 
lead in the direction of the palace at all, towards the dungeons. She was being taken deeper 
into the city. Not as a parade of the victim, they were avoiding the more popular roads. 

She was being kidnapped, it seemed. 

That was a curious thing. She had never before been targeted for capture without it 
being shouted from the rooftops. It suggested that the motivations of the people involved 
were more complex than simply removing a threat. Which put her completely out of her 
depth. 

The guard knocked on a backdoor, and a small hole slid open before slamming shut. 
She counted the locks as they were opened. Three chains, and two keys, at least. Which 
seemed excessive for a wooden door that could simply be kicked in half. 

She was shoved into a darkened room, and the door quickly closed behind the group. 
There was no fire, no smoke. The room was damp and cold, smelling of mould and dirt. 
An abandoned storage cellar of some kind. 

The soldier who had arrested her stepped up and unlocked her bonds, before stepping 
back and waving to the various others she could make out hiding in the shadows, waiting 
for her. 

“Welcome, Last Consort.” The man stated, “To put it bluntly, we need you. We need 
your skills and expertise.” 

Oh, fuck. 

She had just stumbled onto a rebellion looking to take out the crown. This was not the 
kind of attention she had wanted when she started parading herself around the city. She 
wanted an audience with the king, not the people seeking his head. 

Whatever their plans were, would not work for her. They were predicated upon working 
within a group, whereas all she desired was the assassination of a lone and well-guarded 
figure. 

She wasn’t interested in trying to keep the kingdom in one piece after that moment, 
but that would be the goal of these. Which put them as much in her way as First Fleet 
would be. 

The soldier smiled at her, “I am Dactylorhiza, and this is my motley little crew. We 
need you, Narcissian. I could hand you back to the palace, and they’ll execute you. The 
man you killed was a cousin of the king. Or, you can help us execute the king instead.” 

Cristata grabbed him by the throat, choking him onto his knees, as she looked around 
at the others, incensed. She was tired of situations like this, where she was outnumbered 
as someone tried to manipulate her into doing what they wanted her to do. 

She was tired of all of it. 
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Cristata looked down at him, using her other hand to grab him roughly by his scalp, 
considering how she would hurt him. What she could do to make him understand that he 
had overstepped what little authority he might have. 

“Hold, Cristata.” 

She heard the voice, feeling terror creep down her back, and shoved the man away from 
her, looking wildly through the dark. It couldn’t be. That voice... It couldn’t be. It made 
no sense at all. 

There was a flash of brief light, a flint, and she saw the burning embers of tobacco, and 
the eyes lit behind them. One was blind, a milky white, whilst the other was blue, as deep 
as the sea, and as furious as any storm. 

She fell to her knees, frightened tears spilling from her eyes as she stared in wonder 
and terror. 

The woman tapped her pipe on a nearby metallic dish, ringing in the silence of the 
cellar, “I had hoped it was you.” 

Cristata punched the ground angrily, violently. Her knuckles cracked and broke, but so 
did the stonework. She stood up, shaking with rage, glaring at the woman in the shadows, 
and spat on the ground. 

“I deserve that.” The woman replied, “But it wasn’t my choice. Orders of the king. 
Like that whelp ever knew anything. His plans failed, like they always do. A plan to sneak 
you into the court of Asphodel. The king gave you to his cousin, instead. Who tortured 
you, and sold you. You never came close enough for the plan to work.” 

Cristata walked over and grabbed the woman by her shoulders, hauling her to her feet. 
She didn’t give a rat’s ass about the promises and plans of her king. The man was an 
idiot, and the woman in front of her had always broken his rules. 

Yet, she hadn’t told her. 

Cristata punched her in the face, knocking the woman face-first into the ground, the 
pipe clattering to the side and spilling the smoking embers. The woman touched her face 
gently, “Well, I deserved that. So, are you going to beat me to death, then?” 

Cristata grabbed her and tossed her up against the wall, punching the rock beside her 
head and cracking it. She glared at the woman as she continued to cry, feeling a pain she 
had never felt as the scar was torn open. 

The woman reached up and cupped her cheek, “You have suffered. I cannot repay that. 
If my death will ease it, then do it. No one will stop you. They won’t dare.” 

Cristata’s head dropped into the woman’s chest as she let out a blood-curling shriek of 
pain. 

A hand came up hesitantly and patted her gently on the head, as the woman hummed 
quietly, trying to calm her down. Reassure her that everything was going to be alright, 
but none of it ever could be. 

She had murdered an innocent woman for a right of vengeance she had never been 
granted. 

Reticulata continued to hum away, each stroke of her hand in Cristata’s hair a reminder 
that this wasn’t a nightmare, but a life that she faced. There was no escaping from the 
sins she had committed in the name of a lie. 

No escaping the conflict as the woman she loved was back from the dead, dividing her 
between her past, and a future she had wanted for herself but been denied. She was only 
here to serve Syringa. 

There was no denying it any more. 
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The gods had cursed her. 


“What brings you out here?” One of the travellers asked, looking across the small cart 
to where Syringa and Fleet were seated. The Narcissian was even managing to almost look 
like a lady, her hands fidgeting in her lap. 

Syringa smiled sweetly at him, “Good sir, I am the Lady Syringa, of Linnaeus. This is 
my companion...” 

“Lady Barleria.” Fleet said, revealing her name, and attempting a smile that would have 
inspired a painter of horror to their greatest work yet. It spoke of death and destruction, 
whilst being vaguely familiar. As if someone was recreating the idea of happiness from a 
book. 

The man bowed slightly, “Apologies, of course. I am Lord Apostasio, of the court of 
Catasetum. I am honoured to have met you, Princess Syringa. I was sad to hear of the 
passing of your father.” 

She nodded slightly, indicating that she was still grieving, “As are we all. Yet, I believe 
that answers your query, good sir. I flee my homeland, as my brother seeks my destruction.” 

“Such a thing is a sad and unrighteous action.” Apostasio said, reminding her of home, 
“You are clearly one blessed by the gods. May they always guide and protect you, as they 
have so far.” 

Syringa smiled, “You honour me. If I may, my lord, what can you tell me of Catasetum? 
I know only the little that a gladiator who fought on my behalf has told me. Ladies were 
not permitted to involve themselves in politics, at home.” 

“It is similar here.” Apostasio said hesitantly, “Yet, it seems the gods have deemed 
that it must be. You cannot avoid the politics of your own position. Catasetum is not in 
a calm position. I am afraid bandits are growing bold, and Asphodel nips at our feet. It 
seems like war may be inevitable, and that you may be the catalyst for such action.” 

“I know the imposition my presence may bring.” Syringa said sympathetically, “If my 
fate is ill, I shall at least know I have been able to see the land Brassia so often spoke of 
with hope.” 

“Brassia of Catasetum.” Apostasio breathed out, “My gods. The man is still alive?” 
“He is the gladiator I spoke of.” Syringa said in confusion and surprise, “Is it a horror of 
history that lead to his enslavement? He has no standing that I was made aware of.” 

“No standing here, either.” Apostasio reassured her, “He was sold as a slave to attempt 
to punish him for a truly horrific life of crime. He was the leader of an attempt to overthrow 
the king, and came close to succeeding. He had a way of... Inspiring loyalty in those around 
him.” 

Syringa smiled sadly, “It is by his hand, among others, that I survived to make it this 
far. Perhaps he has learned the error of his old way, at least to some extent. Yet, do not 
fear, my lord. He did not cross your border.” 

Apostasio breathed out slowly, “I appreciate the significance of his actions, my lady. 
Yet I must confess I am much reassured that his presence is not something that will 
overshadow my time at court.” 

“He gathers the people of Linnaeus, in my name.” She stated, “Perhaps his past sins 
shall lead to a future glory. The gods offer redemption to all who walk their path.” 
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The lord nodded softly, “Perhaps. I believe the gods may still be smiling upon you, the 
blessed one. Perhaps they placed Brassia in your path so that his sin might become your 
glory, if not his own. I, too, may have been placed in your path. Whilst I may be fleeing 
your homeland’s unrest, I have no little standing in the court. It would be my honour to 
give you the floor before our king, to plead your case, whatever it may be.” 

It was clearly a trap. 

Even if she believed that he just happened to be fleeing Linnaeus at the same time as 
the two of them, she could not believe that he would simply give her space to speak to 
the king because he thought she was beautiful. 

Even a lord was not so foolish as to allow first impressions to dictate actions that he 
would be held responsible for, and possibly killed. This was a delicate business, and she 
had expected it would take weeks of secret meetings before anyone would be willing to let 
her speak to the king, in private or not. 

Thus, this lord probably didn’t have standing and was looking to use her to capitalise 
on the situation. He might be betting that she could convince Catasetum to back her, 
which was innocent enough. Or he might be trying to get close to her so that he could sell 
her out to her brother. 

Even her luck was not as good as this. 

She considered killing or threatening him, but that would reveal just who Lady Barleria 
really was, and that little secret would probably be needed further down the road. 

The best way forward, was to play the helpless little princess. 

“I am honoured.” Syringa said sweetly, trying not to grab her seat as she forced the 
words out of her mouth, “Any assistance at all, is more than I would have expected.” 

“It is my delight to aid one blessed by the gods.” The lord doubled down on his unsound 
reasoning, “You should stay at my home. There is room enough for a queen’s entourage. 
I will make sure you are safe, until I can arrange for you to speak.” 

He was definitely trying to kidnap her, but for ransom or opportunity? 


“Impressive.” Reticulata stated as they walked into her room at the Royal. She didn’t 
much care. The anger burning in her soul towards the woman was not quiet, and was a 
single moment away from flashpoint. 

She hadn’t asked to be followed. 

Cristata lay down on the ground beside the bed, placing her hands behind her head as 
she tried to sort through the emotions in her head. Anger was an easy one. It buried the 
complexities that were rising up and trying to strangle her. 

Anxiety was the strongest. She couldn’t work out who she was, and what she wanted, 
anymore. She had come here with the sole purpose of protecting Syringa, a woman that 
she adored, but had rejected her. 

And now... Now here was someone who hadn’t rejected her. The first woman who had 
inspired her to actually commit her life to them. It hadn’t happened overnight. Yet, they 
had always been there for her. 

Until they weren’t. 
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Until they allowed her to live with the lie that she was dead, and her ashes scattered 
at the summit of the volcano. She had been here, in the same city, as Cristata had been 
being tortured, for failing to protect the memory of a woman who was still alive. 

Thunbergia would never have happened, if she just told her. 

“You hate me.” 

Cristata glared up at her. Hating her would be easy, and would end the conflict in her 
soul without a second thought. Hating her would bring her peace and bring her purpose 
back to the light. 

She was in darkness. 

Cristata shook her head. 

Reticulata sat on the edge of the bed, sinking into the feathered mattress, and looked 
down at her. The cold and harsh woman’s eyes betrayed an intensity of emotion that 
Cristata had only seen once before. 

When the Tenth had agreed to single combat, knowing that the Linnaean king would 
likely try to assassinate her. Yet, the army was outmatched, and it was the easiest way 
forward to protect them all. It had failed, when she had fallen, but it was an attempt. 

“I wasn’t okay.” Reticulata said slowly, “I did come close to death. A breath away. It 
was not my choice to misinform you. You were already a prisoner of Asphodel by the time 
I was told what our king was planning, what he was trying to do. I didn’t know that no 
one knew I was alive. I had... I had been asking for you. Every day.” 

Cristata glared at her blankly. 

The Tenth’s shoulders slumped, “I... Was here. When you were. Six months before you 
were sold, I arrived. You’re right. I should have come to you. I should have broken that 
rule... I just expected you’d ignore being a slave. Ruin the king’s idiotic plan, and put us 
both in a warzone we couldn’t survive.” 

Cristata stood up angrily, and stripped off her clothes, revealing the scars she had 
received. They weren’t just her personal failures any more. Each and every one of them 
was an injury she had received because of Reticulata, directly or indirectly. 

The General Architect flinched, staring at her battered body, “Fuck, Cristata. Holy 
fuck. What happened to you? Swords, spears, arrows. Your face. Did you fight a war, 
alone, because I was gone?” 

She shrugged back into her shirt, fighting the urge to burst into tears again. It wasn’t 
an unfair characterisation of what she had faced. Because she had been abandoned by the 
woman she loved. 

She had been her Last Consort. 

Reticulata looked at her, “I cannot show how sorry I am for what happened to you. I 
failed you, over, and over. I know it. I cannot, and will not, ask for forgiveness for those 
crimes. I am only asking that you help us. Help me carry out my mission for Narcissus. 
Not for me.” 

Her knuckles might have been broken, pain raging through them. It was still satisfying 
to punch that unapologetic face. To strike the woman who had abandoned her into slavery 
and death. 

She leaned over the woman, who was rubbing her cheek, a hand either side of her head, 
as her tears fell onto her face. She saw the fear and pain in those eyes, and felt her heart 
cracking apart. 

None of this was fair. 

She gave up, and broke her vow. Whispering, “Fuck you, Reticulata.” 
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Cristata stood up and walked over to the bell, ringing it before she sat at the table, 
crying and holding herself. She just wanted her to go, to go and leave her alone. 

A maid opened the door quietly, “Lady Cristata, you called?” 

She held up her swelling hand, and the maid curtsied, “I will get a doctor right away. 
Is there anything else you need?” 

She shook her head. 

The maid closed the door, not commenting on her guest or her shaken appearance. 
Cristata wasn’t the immortal Narcissian any more. Her legend died in the tears for someone 
who had returned from the grave. 

It hurt more than seeing the man who had abused her. Hurt more than his threats to 
repeat what he had done to her. He was just a demon in human form. Understandable, as 
evil. 

Reticulata was not evil. 

She was an angel, sent by the god of war to grace the earth with destruction. She was 
an avatar of the god of Narcissus, able to create worship and glory wherever she went. She 
wielded his banner in her fist, teaching all the world of who Narcissus truly was. 

“I won’t leave you, not again.” The Tenth said, sitting on the edge of the bed, “I don’t 
care if you are with me, or against me. If you ignore me and relegate me to a corner. I am 
staying. For you.” 

“Don’t.” 

Reticulata shivered, her breath ragged, “I... I am trying, Cristata. Please. Don’t look 
at me with that pain. I know what I did.” 

“You really don’t.” She snapped, “I moved on, Ten. After the torture... I collapsed a 
building on my own head, to keep someone safe. That’s where most of these scars come 
from. Fighting, to keep them safe... How do I choose? How?” 

Reticulata stared at her in surprise, “Those... Rumours... You really did fall for the 
princess? For a brat of Linnaeus?” 

“Her name is Syringa.” Cristata spat, “And she has done more to earn my loyalty than 
you ever did. You betrayed me, cast me out. I was your... Consort. I swore my life to you, 
as you swore yours to mine. I don’t want you here. It would been better if you stayed 
dead. At least she had the guts to break it off with me.” 

Reticulata cocked her head, “You’re here for her, aren’t you? You are trying to give 
your life... For a Linnaean? A woman who can’t even fight?” 

“Her life is a war.” Cristata replied softly, “She may not use spears or blades of any 
kind, but she is not unarmed. Her enemies are princes and kings. She has no army, and 
yet she stands to fight an entire nation. She is deserving of your respect, but you are not 
worthy of mine.” 

Reticulata’s hands tightened on the edge of the bed, “Are you just going to continue 
to insult me until I leave? Or do you want the opportunity to cut off my head? To add 
me to the list of people you killed for Asphodel?” 

“Asphodel is going to burn.” Cristata snapped back at her, “Not by your hand, but by 
mine. This entire city is going to burn to the fucking ground. There will be nothing but 
ash. Your corpse can be lost in the ruins, or not. That choice is yours, not mine.” 

“Do you want to fight me?” 

Cristata sneered, “No. I want to forget you.” 
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The warrior closed their eyes for a moment as the insult hit. The greatest insult that 
any Narcissian could hand to another. It was still the truth, and she would not sully herself 
further by lying. 

The doctor opened the door, freezing as he saw the hatred passing between them, and 
coughed, “You asked for me, my lady?” 

She nodded, “I broke my hand today.” 

He walked over, surprised that she was speaking, and began to splint it silently. At least 
he wasn’t completely blind to the awkwardness of standing between these two warriors. 

Reticulata breathed out slowly, “You deserve to be able to. I’ll go.” 

Cristata knew that she should probably stop her. That she should talk to her, and that 
all of this was boiling up out of her own pain. Yet, she watched the one she was Consort 
to leave, silently. 

The Tenth hesitated by the doorway, but she didn’t look to her. Cristata just stared 
into the room, ignoring her. Making it clear that there was no room in her life for the 
Narcissian warrior. 

Reticulata left, tearing out Cristata’s heart as she did. 

Tears ran silently down her face. 


“We’ll make it to the city tomorrow.” The head of the caravan informed his guests, 
and waved to where the fires were being lit, “For tonight, we’ll camp here. We’ll have a 
series of patrols, but don’t stray far. There’s been a few bandit attacks on caravans lately. 
If we do happen to be attacked, don’t fight. That’s our job. If we fail, give them whatever 
they want, and you’ll keep your life.” 

Not exactly reassuring words, but the times called for it. Asphodel was making motions 
to conquer the entire world, pushing the other nations to rearrange where they were 
spending their resources, building up their military and neglecting their people. 

The fall of Linnaeus, the surrender her brother had orchestrated, had permanently 
tipped the playing field into the favour of chaos and lawlessness. Bribery and corruption 
where the tools to keep the bandits at bay, now. Once it had seeped in, that kind of thing 
could never be truly removed again. 

This was the world her brother had made with his selfishness. 

Fleet led her over to a tent, indicated that it was theirs for the night. From here she 
could see the fireplace, and the young lord of Catasetum waiting to regale her, and convince 
her that he was a friend. 

“I don’t trust him.” Syringa whispered, “But we might be able to use him for our own 
purposes.” 

Fleet smiled as if she had just said a joke, “I’ll follow your lead. I don’t understand 
politics. My enemies generally stab me in the back with an actual knife, not a pretend one 
made of culture and context.” 

“One is far more harmful than the other.” Syringa mused, “At least steal will kill you 
when it is done.” 

“What should we do?” 
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Syringa sighed, “Pretend to be helpless women, idolising the man who has come to 
save us.” 

“I think I’m going to throw up.” 

Syringa nodded, “And I. Oh, well. Time to go seduce a bastard.” 
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“Careful.” Second Cub whispered, looking at her in fear. 

Cristata was perched on the edge of the belltower, overlooking a cliff that fell away 
towards the river below. The wind at this height was strong and billowing, carrying away 
her tears with it. 

“Leave, cub.” 

The boy crept closer, barely keeping his balance on the tiles, “No. I have a mission. 
You were right. First Fleet betrayed us. I sent a dove to the capital. He was supposed to 
have died at Thunbergia. He ran from the field.” 

Cristata sighed heavily, letting her hand drift in the wind, “It doesn’t matter, cub. 
None of it matters. Vows and loyalty don’t mean anything. Not in the end.” 

“I know Narcissus abandoned you.” The boy said desperately, “But please, don’t aban¬ 
don us. I know you are a true Narcissian. That you came here for a purpose. I’ll help you. 
Just... Don’t do this. Not suicide.” 

Cristata stood up, turning to him, “You don’t get it at all. There is nothing left for 
me here. So what if First Fleet was a coward? I was there. It was my fault we lost. But 
Thunbergia never meant anything. People died. Friends. People I would have given my 
life to defend, but failed to. They died, and none of it meant shit. None of it ever meant, 
shit. War is... Our god has abandoned us.” 

He pulled down his scarf, “But you didn’t. You kept fighting for us. You are what we 
need.” 

“I led you to slaughter!” Cristata roared, “I let my emotions kill thousands. There is 
no taking that back, cub. None. I have deserved my death for a long time. My faith forced 
me to live, and my faith was blind. I should have died. It would saved more lives than I 
have taken.” 

“What’s happened to you?” The cub asked in confusion, “You were on fire, ready to 
do your duty. Now... Did fulfilling your vow of silence break you?” 

“I broke my vow.” Cristata replied scornfully, “I have no honour. Never did. Just the 
illusion of it. A shroud of naivety. A belief in a world that never existed in the first place. 
There is no honour. No righteousness. There are those that kill, and those that are killed. 
I don’t want a part of that anymore.” 

“Tell me.” The cub asked urgently. 

Cristata sighed, “Fine. Let me break your heart. The Tenth never died. She’s here. In 
this city. She never came for me. I was her Consort. She let me think she was dead. And 
that is the best of us. The best Narcissian was nothing more than a lying piece of shit.” 

The cub didn’t say anything for a moment, absorbing the blow slowly. He looked at 
her in fear, “A coward?” 

“Orders of the king.” Cristata spat, “An idiot who cannot fight a war of his own. Who 
sends us into battle where we die, just to keep the illusion of his lies intact. I was always 
supposed to fail at Thunbergia. He set me up to fail.” 

The cub shivered, nearly slipping as the wind buffeted him. She turned away, “Go 
home, cub. Pretend the world makes sense. Live a better life than I have.” 

“No. You’re wrong about something.” The boy stated, anger in his voice. 

Cristata laughed, “I have been wrong, time and time again. I am nothing but a failure, 
boy.” 
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“The Tenth wasn’t the best of us. She wasn’t the Narcissian. That was always you. 
Always.” He growled, “You were our best. You broke your vow because she betrayed you. 
So what? That is your first and only failure. You are the true Narcissian. You might have 
been exiled, enslaved and beaten. But you stood up for us, and our values. You are what 
we need, now and forever. Screw the General Architect. She failed us. You didn’t.” 

Cristata looked at him sadly, “If I’m your best, you’re an idiot. Grow up, cub. We’re 
all of us just trying to make it through life. We don’t know where we’re going or if it is 
worth it. You’re here, helping a traitor. What a worthwhile cause.” 

“Then help me kill him.” The cub said, “Help me fix this.” 

“What would the point be?” Cristata shook her head, “Your king is no better than the 
coward. The Narcissus you believed in is a lie. There is no difference between a traitor, 
and the one makes our laws. There is only one path forward from here. The untaken one.” 

The cub’s shoulders slumped, “So you already made your choice.” 

She shrugged, “Don’t watch.” 

Then she let the wind carry her. For a moment it felt like she was flying, floating and 
wheeling on the breeze as the city disappeared from her sight. The wind was cold, and she 
felt no comfort as the end closed in on her. 

An end that she needed everyone to believe. 


Syringa looked over as she saw Fleet sitting in a crouch in the middle of the tent. She 
rolled her eyes, “Bandits?” 

The warrior nodded silently. Which explained why the caravan leader had been so 
obvious in his explanation. He was being paid to bring lovely little rich girls to be robbed. 

The choices in front of them weren’t great. If they played along it would very quickly 
become obvious that they had no valuables of any kind whatsoever. She wasn’t intent on 
paying any price with a pound of flesh. 

If they didn’t, then they would lose all the advantage they currently had. 

“Don’t worry, princess.” Fleet whispered, “This time, these ones... They’re mine. I 
wanted some entertainment.” 

The woman drew her dress over head, dropping it onto the ground, and rolled her 
shoulders. Fleet seemed to tense herself, like she was preparing to sprint, and then Syringa 
clapped a hand over her mouth as the woman seemed to disappear altogether. 

She controlled her breathing anxiously, as she listened to the pacing outside, of the feet 
getting closer to her tent. She could hear the cries of the other guests as bandits burst 
into their tents, demanding payment or death. 

She wished that she could believe that Third Fleet was a monster that nobody could 
ever defeat, except she’d seen her older sister beat her whilst still leaning on a crutch. 

She was not naive enough to believe in the immortal invincible of anyone. Any soldier 
could be injured by anyone, and any injury could spell the difference between living and 
dying. 

Fleet had no weapons, and didn’t even have clothing, let alone armour. Her chances 
against even a slightly organised group were next to nothing. Her only advantages were 
the darkness, and her ability to move with disturbing quietness. 
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The tent flap opened, and Syringa scooted backwards in fear. 

“All done.” Fleet said with a grin, blood dripping from her chin. “I have to say, these 
guys were totally weak. Like, boring. Anyways, you can relax. I’m going to find the river 
for a bath. Want to join me?” 

She couldn’t help but release a nervous laugh, “That quick. You’re not even hurt?” 

“Nah, I got hurt.” Fleet said with disappointment, lifting her arm to reveal a scratch 
across her ribs, “Bloody asshole had a flick knife. That’s one lesson I don’t want to have 
to learn again. They might all be a bunch of cowards, but that just makes them unpre¬ 
dictable.” 

Syringa breathed out slowly, “Great. So, if I say no to the river idea, you’re just planning 
on leaving me here, right?” 

“Pretty much.” The Narcissian shrugged, “But I am sort of assuming you’re terrified 
and don’t want to be alone. Besides, if that idiot lord stumbles on us in the river, pretending 
to care if you’re still alive, you might be able to put one up on him.” 

“I dislike how thought through this sounds.” 

Fleet grinned at her, “Call it revenge for putting the picture of you and my sister in 
my head.” 

“I liked your sister.” The princess snapped, “How is unfair that I got to share a moment, 
just a moment, with her right before all the bullshit dropped out of the sky?” 

“Not.” Fleet shook her head, “But I really don’t need to hear about it, either. But you 
went ahead and did that. Which, I don’t ever plan on forgiving you for.” 

“Do you ever forgive anyone for anything?” 

“Not likely.” The warrior scoffed. 


The moment of opportunity would not last long. Her death would be reported to First 
Fleet, by his loyal cub. Then, Reticulata would learn of it. Others concerned, maybe even 
the prince, would be told that she might be dead. 

In that moment of victory, her enemies would be vulnerable, but it would be only a 
single moment. Her next action would reveal the lie, and they would never believe it again, 
even if they succeeded in striking her down. 

In this moment she would become truly immortal, cement a legend that would be 
argued in the streets long after she was gone. She hadn’t expected so many of the things 
that she had found here, and yet they would play to her benefit. 

Cristata hugged the rockface of the fortress, concealed by the gray cloak and the arro¬ 
gant belief of the people below and above that nothing could climb it, that it was sheer 
and vertical. 

She understood the pain of arrogance, to believe that you understood the world, when 
the world had nothing but contempt for you. It was a failure that she was determined to 
learn from, above any other. 

It hadn’t been all lies, when she was speaking to Second Cub. She had intended for the 
cub to witness a suicide, with the justification that it carried. The only way to convince 
them was to make them believe her. So she spoke with conviction. 
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The return of Reticulata had shattered what little dreams she had left. She no longer 
believed in Narcissus at all. She no longer pretended to enjoy the battle for the sake of 
her god. 

There was no one else. 

She acted, because she wanted to act. She was a selfish and terrible person, capable of 
acts that were horrifying in their brutality. She was nothing but a monster, there was no 
illusion to be had. 

So, she would be selfish. She would strike down the one who wanted to strangle the life 
out of Syringa, because she wanted to. Because she was insulted that anyone had allowed 
him to continue living when his every breath was an insult to any decency. 

She would kill Prince Taenio, whilst he was distracted. 

The Lamiales would be arriving at the doorstep of First Fleet. None of them stood 
a chance, of course. Yet, her childhood love would enjoy teaching them that lesson. He 
was beyond arrogant. He would tease those he believed weaker, before he killed them. He 
would teach them the meaning of pain, and make them beg to be slaughtered. 

Meanwhile, Reticulata’s soldiers would be moving into position. She would panic that 
Cristata had revealed something to the cub, hearing that the traitors knew of her continued 
existence. So she would move things up, to kidnap the prince and slay the king. 

The Tenth would pierce the defences of the fortress by already being inside. She had 
spent half a year moving herself into position, placing her soldiers at the right time and 
place so that she could begin to move freely. 

Chaos would erupt when the Tenth tipped her hand, and that chaos would be the 
opportunity that Cristata would take. Now was the moment, now was the time. This was 
when she took the title of failure, and made everyone regret manipulating her, forcing her 
to become something she wasn’t. 

Cristata lay against the stone, feeling the cool on her forehead. She cleared her mind, 
feeling the blissful silence and loneliness. There was nobody else in this moment, her 
actions were finally her own. 

The last vestiges of her chains were falling away. 

Freed from patriotism to a king who forced her to become a failure, to be enslaved for 
his own purpose. It didn’t matter if his intentions were good or bad. The result was evil, 
and so she would judge him by it. 

Freed from the guilt of failing the memory of Reticulata the Tenth. She had ever been 
in her shadow, the mere Consort of the greatest General Architect that the nation had 
ever known. A spirit of vengeance that had never been appeased, now dissolved to dust. 

Freed from the torture of being a slave. There was nobody else who could force them¬ 
selves on her. No more who laughed at her pain, who choked her just to satisfy their own 
primal desires. Who impregnated her, and then beat her until the child died. Who laughed 
as she looked at the fragile body with a pain that nobody else could ever known. 

Freed from the pain of knowing that the one she loved feared her as if she were a demon. 
The pain that had twisted her heart and tried to force her to become merciful, to become 
kind and quiet. A lie, that she could never be. 

A distant bell tolled the alarm, and she sprang from the wall, flying upwards as her 
cloak was whipped away by the wind. She came crashing down on the soldier, slitting his 
throat as his eyes knew nothing but fear. 

She felt nothing as he fell, a man whose only sin was to serve his duty. She took his life 
from him not because it was her right, but because he was in the way of what she wanted. 
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She was selfish, and she would seize this moment and make it hers. 

The lance of the companion flailed wildly as he tried to skewer her. She danced, her feet 
tapping out a beat against the stone as he desperately attempted to land a blow against 
her. 

She grabbed the haft and tore the weapon from his hand, spinning it and slicing his 
skull into two. She turned away as he died, and leaped from the wall, flying and smiling 
as she moved towards her target, feeling alive. 

The weapon passed from her hand, killing one and alerting others as the soldiers ran to 
respond to the alarm. They were confused, scattered by her strike. Believing their enemy 
was attacking from all sides. 

She tore them apart. 

Some of the soldiers turned and fled as she took up a sword, cutting them down, making 
them fear her fury. She struck arrows from the air as she ran, barely pausing to separate 
life from those who stood in her way. 

The poison of fear spread through the fortress rapidly. Her red hair sent them scattering 
to the winds, as cries echoed throughout the hallways, always in panic. “Narcissian!” 

Cristata dropped backwards onto the ground for a moment as a silver star flashed 
through the air, lodging into a painting behind her. She flipped upright and saw the lone 
soldier standing to fight her, and smiled. 

Even in Catasetum there had to be someone worthy of her time, of her effort. The man 
tossed aside his cloak, revealing his leather armour, and a burned brand on his shoulder, 
above a tattoo. 

Instinct took over, and she let out a hiss of outrage. This was a man who had been 
proclaimed a traitor, and exiled into the wastes. This man had once been a Narcissian. 

He lifted off his helmet, and he glared at her, “I told you, Cris, I can’t let you kill him.” 

“First Fleet. That was your title once, not anymore.” She replied to him, a sparkle in 
her eyes, “I had hoped you would try and stop me. Did you like my little gift? Did they 
entertain you?” 

“Third and Fourth cubs are dead.” He snapped, “Second will never walk again. Is that 
what you do, Cris? You strike down those two young to even know how battle tastes?” 

“What I do, Meliorchis, is destroy.” Cristata said, a smile firmly on her face. “It doesn’t 
matter where I go. It doesn’t matter what is done to me. Slave, or champion. I am not 
righteous, and I am not pious. What I am, is destruction and death, and that is what you 
chose when you decided to stand against me.” 

“I loved you once, Cris.” He shook his head, “You were a brilliant shining light to all 
of us. You were the best of us. I am doing this for Narcissus. Don’t you understand that? 
Stability is what the world needs. We can’t fight a war, not right now.” 

“You don’t get it.” Cristata laughed, “I don’t actually give a shit. I’m not killing him 
for Narcissus. I’m not killing him for Linnaeus. I’m killing him, whether you want me to 
or not, because... I want to.” 

He launched his attack, fast and furious. Faster than she could block without antici¬ 
pating him, without knowing him as she did. Her feet tapped against the marble floors, 
as his knives shaved holes in her clothes, shallowly grazing her face and cutting threads of 
her hair. 

She was being forced ever backwards, a step at a time. His face was serious and cold 
as he attacked, this was not an emotional battle for him. He truly believed that the best 


7 



Meliorchis & Apostasio 


136 


thing he could do for a nation that had labelled him as a traitor was to protect a man 
who strangled women to death for fun. 

A man who dreamed of Syringa as he did. 

Cristata yelled in anger, boiling over as the thought flashed across her mind. The man 
was knocked sideways into the wall, surprised by her ferocity and emotion. She grabbed 
the sides of his head and slammed his head into hers, and into the wall. Before he could 
recover from being dazed she spun and sliced open behind one of his knees, through the 
leather strap that kept his shin guards in place. 

Meliorchis fell forwards, using his momentum to flip himself to the side and dodge her 
next blow. She felt the thrown knife pierce her side, blocking out the world with a flash 
of white. 

She fell against the wall, her knees shaking as her body defied her, ignoring her will and 
desire to keep moving, to keep fighting. It was barely breathing, barely remaining upright. 

The traitor dragged himself upright, his leg dangling uselessly, “What you’re feeling, 
Cris, is yourself dying. You’ve hurt me, badly. Just like you always do. I might not walk 
ever again, but you... You’re fucked. My knife inside your heart. You pull it, you’ll be 
dead. But there isn’t a doctor on this earth that can save you now.” 

She fought angrily, stiffly, turning just enough that her back was up against the wall 
as she looked at the hating face. As she looked at the scar on his chin that she had given 
him when he tried to steal a kiss. 

He was still just a child. Like he had been then. She smiled at him with pity, and shook 
her head, gasping as she tried to speak, blood spilling from her open mouth, “I... Never... 
Hated you... Idiot.” 

Meliorchis stared at her in surprise, “What? Who gives a shit!?” 

“Shut, up.” She drooled a pool of blood onto the floor, “Stop... Lying... To yourself... 
For once.” 

He held up a knife, “Stop talking, and I’ll let you pass more easily.” 

She coughed as she laughed, spluttering as the blood spilled from her mouth, a swarming 
swamp of copper. She didn’t know how long she had, but it wasn’t enough. None of it was 
enough. 

It would never be enough. 

He shoved her hard against the wall, giving her room to let her legs give out, as he 
tried to choke her with his forearm, “You don’t me! You don’t what I have done!” 

“You... Failed... At... Thun...” She gave up, coughing. 

Tears slipped down his frightened face, “No, I didn’t.” 

She couldn’t speak anymore, but she did understand it. He was why the lines had 
broken at the front lines. He was the failure that the king had relied on to make his plans 
come true. He had ordered him into cowardice, so that she would be named a failure, and 
sold into Asphodel. 

She reached up a blood-stained hand and cupped his cheek, her eyes smiling brightly 
into his. He stumbled back from her as she dropped down onto the ground instantly. He 
shook his head, “No! Gods... Why... Why do you have to be like this, Cris!? I... I don’t... 
I hate you!” 

She knew he didn’t mean it. She knew the blow she had struck by forgiving him freely. 
It wasn’t for his sake. She was being selfish, again. She didn’t feel like carrying the weight 
of his sin to her death. 
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Cristata felt the ground hit her face as her body finished slumping over, finished breath¬ 
ing, finished moving. It was finally done. There was nothing else she could do, not now, 
and not ever. 

Her broken heart had been pierced. 

“It’s done.” 

Meliorchis looked up from where he was fretting, “What? Holy shit. You actually are 
alive... What’s done!? What have you done!?” 

“I did what she wanted me to do.” Reticulata said quietly, kneeling beside her and 
stroking her hair, “You know me better than I ever knew myself, Cristata. Sometimes I 
hate you. Always, I love you. My Last Consort.” 

The darkness came for her, hands reaching out of the depths, to drag her down. 


The capital city of Catasetum was expansive. It didn’t have the tight streets and narrow 
alleys of her home. It sprawled out in twisting roads that seemed to follow the hills like 
rivers, leaving wide areas of green, despite the thousands of people living there. 

On the highest hill, to one side of the city, lay a sparkling citadel of white, capped with 
gold. It shone in the midday sun, almost like a diamond being held aloft. As if it were 
hope, and not dread, that she should be feeling as she looked at it. 

The smell of the streets as the cart passed through them were what captured her 
attention, more than the sights. She had been surviving on scavenged food or rice for over 
a month. 

Now she was assaulted with the scents of roasted meat, spices and herbs cooking, and 
the catcalls of the sellers. She struggled not to salivate as it reminded her of the feasts her 
father through every night. 

Fleet smiled with amusement at her, and she glared back at the woman. “Shut up.” 

The warrior shrugged, “Running isn’t quite the luxury you’re used to, is it? I suppose 
coming back to a city like this feels like coming home.” 

“No.” She shook her head, “Not home. It doesn’t feel like home. But... It does remind 
me of hot baths and hot meals that don’t smell like tree roots. But I suppose that was 
nostalgic for you.” 

“Pretty much.” The warrior agreed, causing the lord across from them to look over in 
surprise, “You are not from Linnaeus, Lady Barleria?” 

“Yes and no, sir.” She replied, “I was not always a lady of the house. Lady Syringa 
was kind enough to take me in. I spent a part of my childhood in the wastes of Narcissus, 
with my father. My mother was not Narcissian.” 

Apostasio looked at her in wonder, “And you survived? Yet you seem so refined. Are 
those people not known for their warrior prowess above all else?” 

“That was a long time ago.” Fleet stated, “Nostalgia always makes things seem better 
than they were. The palace of Linnaeus is preferable to the wastes, I assure you.” 

The man relaxed, “I have heard tales of Narcissians willingly exiling themselves to the 
wastes. Such a people, wanting hardship, I find extremely confusing.” 

“I cannot say.” Fleet shook her head, “No one I knew at that young age would willingly 
walk into the wastes. It was a punishment, such as the prisons or more akin to the arena.” 
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Apostasio smiled suddenly, “Of the arena, you are a fan are you not, Princess Syringa?” 

“I went every day I could.” She said, giving a small smile, “It isn’t the most ladylike 
trait, I must admit. Yet I enjoyed watching the skill of a practised gladiator.” 

“Though the arena is not as popular or large as the one from your home, my ladies, 
we do offer one here in the city.” The lord continued, and pointed to one of the hills, “Up 
there, we teach our histories through the use of battles.” 

No wonder it wasn’t as popular, if it was being as an educational tool. Nobody liked 
the way education might be obvious shoehorned into something. Education should flow 
organically, if entertainment is to be had. 

“I will consider it, if I have the time.” Syringa said, feeling the waves of anxiety come 
crashing back down on her again. She was right out on the edge here, they were close to 
gone. One misstep, and it would all be over. 

“Where is your residence, where you are taking us?” Fleet asked innocently, pretending 
to be in wonder at the city. Syringa could see her mind working, tracing distances between 
locations as the woman considered the fastest escape routes. 

“At the top of the hill.” Apostasio replied, “We will crest it shortly. It is not so grand 
a residence as deserving of a princess, I am aware. I am sure the king will rectify that once 
he has heard you speak.” 

So Apostasio never intended for her to speak to the king at all. 

They didn’t exactly have the funds to disappear into the city safely, especially not if 
anyone learned of who she was. Yet, this was probably the last chance to get away from 
him before they became irreparably intertwined with the man. 

“Does the king speak to commoners, as well as fleeing foreign noblewomen?” She probed 
delicately. 

“The king not speak to women at all.” Apostasio said cautiously, “He considers them 
to be... Lesser. As for commoners, there is a process. It involves a great deal of time, effort, 
and if I am honest, bribery. Catasetum, as much as it pains me, is corrupt.” 

“Crap.” Fleet said, breaking the image of her ladylike demeanour, “You’re part of a 
rebellion.” 

The lord froze up and put a hand to his lips, glancing urgently at the driver, and leaned 
in forward, “Even the suggestion of such is enough to have me, and my entire household, 
put to death. Rumours can kill you, here.” 

This was the missing puzzle piece. 

Catasetum wasn’t worried about Asphodel and their overtures for war, because it was 
too busy fighting itself. A corrupt and cruel king was too busy executing his own citizens 
to care that they might be under attack soon. 

It also explained Apostasio’s motivations clearly. He might still betray them, as a way 
of buying a moment of peace for his nation, or raising his stature under an unstable king. 
Yet, it was currently in his interests to keep them all in one piece. Especially as he was 
beginning to suspect that Fleet wasn’t just a lady, but a warrior of some sort. A bodyguard. 

He still had no idea what she was capable of. 

“Such talk is tiresome.” Syringa ended the conversation, “I did not come here to hear 
of the king’s troubles. Merely to petition for sanctuary. I will leave that in your hands, 
Lord Apostasio. In the meantime, might I beg the luxury, that I have no right to ask for, 
of a hot bath?” 

He smiled, not quite reaching his eyes, “Of course, Princess Syringa. I shall give to you 
every luxury that I can afford. It is, as I have said, an honour to be of service to you.” 
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Fleet seemed unconvinced and worried. 

They sat in silence as the cart made its way up the last stretch of the hill, each of them 
occupied with their own thoughts and worries. The situation here was every bit as volatile 
as the one she had left behind. 

She had run for the nearest friendly border, without considering whether or not the 
place she would find was even any better than what she was coming from. She should have 
gone to Narcissus, at least there she knew the danger she would be facing. Everything. 

Syringa was now a bargaining chip. Her father was dead. Cristata was dead. Her title 
of princess was now worth more than her own life. She would be manipulated and used, 
forced to choose sides and prove herself useful, or she would be killed or discarded. 

Whilst she might be given luxury, it was a prison. The trappings were chains, to hold 
her and guide her towards obedience. The people she was dealing with would assume that 
she didn’t know hardship, and would attempt to use it as the stick, whilst dangling the 
carrot of a life alike to her old one. 

Syringa didn’t want her old life back. 

What she wanted was an impossible dream. What she wanted to forget any and all of 
this. She didn’t want to be responsible for her nation. She wished she could take it all 
back and fade into the background, forgotten, and no longer alone. 

Her sense of duty had ruined that, and killed the only person she truly cared about. 
The only person who made any of this feel worthwhile. She had already lost the battle, 
before it was even fought. 

She wanted Cristata back. 

“My lady?” 

She brushed tears from her face in frustration, “Sorry. I lost people, getting here. I miss 
them. I wish they could be here.” 

Fleet shot her a glare, reminding her it was all her fault. 
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She was breathing. 

It felt like she had someone standing on her chest, and a knife twisting in her heart, 
but she was actually breathing. 

She hadn’t expected death to feel painful, not once she slipped beyond the veil and 
into the waiting arms of all those who desired to take revenge for what she had done in 
life. She should have known better. 

Her eyes stuck together as she forced them to open, glaring blearily out at the world. 
She tried to raised a hand to wipe the sleep from them, but her arm was too heavy and 
barely seemed to shift at all. A twitch of her thumb, and nothing else. 

She was... Tired. 

It was a Narcissian trait, to understate things. Saying no more than was necessary, 
so that you wouldn’t accidentally admit that you even had a weakness, let alone suffered 
under it. 

She wasn’t just tired, she was exhausted. As if her spirit had finally grown too tired of 
fighting, and could not longer be bothered to bring the flesh to heel. This was the fatigue 
of the living, not the dead. 

“Fuck.” Cristata swore, her voice croaking. 

A fist like steel grabbed one of her hands, cracking the bones in the grip whilst she 
couldn’t even grab them back. The hand was rough, the skin feeling more like cracked 
leather than human skin. 

She couldn’t move her head, to see who it was. She could barely keep her eyes open, 
her brain awake. She could feel herself slipping, being dragged back under, but she didn’t 
want to be. “So... I... Lived.” 

A similar hand brushed her forehead, “So far.” 

“Ten.” Cristata breathed out slowly, “So... You stayed. How am I alive?” 

“The doctor.” Reticulata replied, “He... Cracked open your chest. Massaged your heart 
with his hand to keep it going. Took my blood and put it into you, to keep you alive. It 
was... Well, you’re not out of it yet.” 

Cristata smiled, only half her mouth moving, “Didn’t... Expect to survive.” 

“Asshole.” Reticulata laughed, “Expecting me to do all your work for you. Though, 
you could have been a tad more obvious that you expected me to turn up. I nearly didn’t.” 

“I... Wasn’t sure.” Cristata breathed, feeling the pain in her chest that was presumably 
where the doctor had broken bones to be able to get to her heart. “I... Didn’t think... He’d 
be there.” 

Reticulata’s face swam into view, glaring down at her, “Wait. So it was only chance 
this wasn’t a complete fuck up that ended in your death?” 

Cristata smiled innocently. 

The soldier kissed her cheek, lips trembling, “I nearly lost you. I already lost you once. 
You are never, ever, to do something this stupid... Never again. Or I’ll kill you myself.” 

“I... Like Syringa.” Cristata stated. 

Reticulata leaned back, leaving her field of vision, “You’re a bitch at times. I mean, 
you can’t even move yet, you might die. You’re my Last Consort, and you won’t even give 
me a minute before you break my heart.” 

“You knew.” She stated, hearing it in her voice. 
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“Yeah.” Reticulata sighed, “That was obvious from the beginning. I guess I was hoping 
I could finally sleep with you before you decided to dump me.” 

“I still love you.” Cristata said, feeling her voice straining and about to give out, 
“Blame... The gods... For making me... Choose.” 

“No, I feel more comfortable blaming you.” Reticulata replied, “After all, you were my 
world once. My own personal goddess. Too bad we were both too busy fighting a war to 
take the time to see each other.” 

“We had... Different... Battles.” Cristata stated, explaining an excuse she had offered 
to herself many times after she thought she had lost her. Trying to accept that had first 
time had been violent and forced, rather than the love that they could have had. 

“No, no we were young and scared.” Reticulata said with regret, “Though, I suppose 
you couldn’t sleep with Syringa if she were here. So at least that is some comfort to me.” 

“Jealousy does not suit you.” 

“I can’t help it.” Reticulata said, her own voice cracking, “I lost you. Twice. If I could 
lock you away forever, to keep you safe, I would. Without a single hesitation.” 

“That would be... Killing me.” She replied tiredly, losing her battle to stay awake. 

Reticulata touched her forehead, “Your fever is up. I should let you sleep. But no, I 
know that locking you away would just hurt you. I won’t make you into a slave again. I’m 
not that much of an idiot.” 

“Sing.” Cristata said tiredly as she felt the maw reaching up for her. She didn’t want 
to be lost in the nightmare again, not this time. What she wanted was to remember falling 
asleep in the Tenth’s lap, as she sang quietly. To feel safe, and secure. 

“The stars are overhead.” Reticulata began to sing quietly, a song of her childhood 
when it was just the three of them. It seemed wildly inappropriate, considering how she 
was feeling and how the song went. 

Cristata’s eyes fell closed, and she mumbled, “I don’t feel immortal.” 


“We’re alone.” Fleet stated confidently, as the two of them sat in a small garden on 
the interior of the grounds. It was a smaller house than she was used to, but it felt huge 
compared to the hovels she had been hiding in. Especially without the soldiers around. 

Cristata sighed heavily, “This is going to suck. For now, I might be useful. That’s all 
that matters. We can’t afford to piss off our host, even if he has no intention of pleading 
with the king.” 

Fleet nodded, “I’m out of my depth. I don’t know politics, princess.” 

“Catasetum is on a knife edge.” She stated, “One wrong move by either of us, and it 
might slip. Things are volatile. We will be burned, one way or another. We will have to 
decide who we want to back.” 

“How can a foreign princess make a one side or the other stronger?” 

“Marriage.” Syringa said with regret, “I’m royalty. Even if I’m not Catasetum royalty, 
it will give legitimacy to a claim. People aren’t generally willing to just roll over to a new 
dynasty. It makes things uncertain. If there is a thread, however, no matter how tenuous, 
it makes things more stable.” 

Fleet winced, “Really? Do you even want to get married to anyone?” 
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“I was born to be married off/’ Syringa replied, “It was a given. My father was grooming 
me to be married to Lord Dianthus before he betrayed us all. If the man had waited a 
year or two, he might have been able to remove my brother as well. Though, maybe that’s 
what he wanted. An oaf to take the blame when things go wrong.” 

“And the king? What he want with you?” 

“Hand me over to Asphodel.” Syringa shrugged, “As a show of good faith, that they 
aren’t interested in war. Whether they secretly are or not won’t change that outcome. I’ll 
be given over to be executed, and it will make the king more secure.” 

Fleet shook her head, “Doesn’t sound like we have a lot of choice.” 

“If Catasetum wants to hurt Linnaeus, or take it... They’ll want me alive. To establish 
as a regent. Just like my brother did for Asphodel.” She shrugged, “Whilst I will never 
accept that, playing along with that role would give us the greatest chance of military 
success.” 

“So, we don’t know enough.” 

Syringa nodded, “Pretty much. And learning inside these walls is going to be... Difficult. 
Learning the king’s position won’t be possible without taking a risk, and right now I don’t 
know if it’s worth it. Catasetum is far more precarious than I thought.” 

“These idiots might not even be a threat to the king.” Fleet shrugged, “You’re right, 
we know nothing. I’ll probably scout later tonight, when I’m supposed to be asleep. A few 
coins in a tavern should go a long way.” 

“Be careful.” Syringa reminded her, “Any talk of dissent, even just questioning if there 
is any, and you might find people trying to take your head off, even if it is just to protect 
their own.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Fleet laughed, “I’m not a cub.” 

Syringa frowned, “How did Cristata manage to contact you, earlier? Could we do 
something similar, and reach out?” 

“Sure.” Fleet nodded, “I’m not comfortable telling you exactly how in this place. But, 
I can send off a message. I can send it to someone at home, or in Asphodel, or in Linnaeus. 
But only the one. What are you thinking?” 

“Send one to Asphodel, then.” Syringa bit her lip, “We need to understand what the 
political situation there is like. Especially what the relationship between Asphodel and 
Catasetum is like right now. If we know what the environment is like, we might know 
what our options even are.” 

Fleet shrugged, “Done. It’ll take a couple of days until I get a response. I don’t know 
who we have there at the moment, but Narcissus tends to have someone in every capital 
city. I’ve already reached out here, but... I didn’t get a response. Which suggests the king 
has found them.” 

Syringa laughed, “Already, huh? So whilst we were in the cart you snuck out a secret 
message?” 

“Totally.” Fleet nodded, “I thought you were supposed to be good at picking up details. 
Doesn’t matter. I’ll find out what happened, soon enough.” 

“Don’t get caught.” Syringa sighed heavily, “I have no doubt that alone, I’m a dead 
woman. So, let me be selfish, and ask that you don’t put yourself in harm’s way. No 
glorious battle.” 

“Retreat for victory is something most Narcissians understand.” Fleet replied, “There’s 
a reason my sister failing to do so made her a failure. She wasn’t expected to win, unless 
she fought to win.” 
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Syringa looked down, “I can’t help feeling something was off with that. The more I 
hear about the Battle of Thunbergia... The more it doesn’t make sense. Narcissians broke 
ranks and ran like cowards. Asphodel, who are far from impressive in battle, intimidated 
seasoned soldiers who had served under the Tenth to run.” 

Fleet stiffened, “I can’t say I disagree. But what is done, is done. That was over two 
years ago.” 

“It set the playing field.” Syringa shook her head, “The four nations have had an 
equilibrium. Nothing more than skirmishes with each other, until Thunbergia. It was the 
breaking of the dam. Without that loss, Asphodel would not have been confident enough 
to even try and recruit my brother. Taenio is not that arrogant a prick, even if he is 
arrogant.” 

“Your brother and Taenio were inspired, to blame Narcissus.” Fleet nodded slowly, 
“That’s the story they used to get Taenio inside Linnaeus?” 

“He didn’t come alone.” Syringa pointed out, “I’ve been assuming that’s how the 
assassins that attacked father and myself at the arena entered the city. They needed 
access to the castle, which a prisoner would have had.” 

“Possibly.” Fleet shrugged, “But isn’t like Catasetum searched me and found the dozen 
or so knives I have on me. Not that much of this matters right now. You’re not exactly 
ready to march on your home to take it back.” 

“I don’t know if I ever will be.” Syringa shook her head, “I was naive enough to believe 
it, when Cristata was here. She was a solid rock. The impossible made sense when she was 
around. Without her... I’m... Lost.” 

“My sister fought an impossible battle once.” Fleet said coldly, “She didn’t change the 
world. She failed. She caused our father to ask to be executed. Naivety isn’t something 
desirable. I need you to wake up, before you kill us both.” 

“Shut up.” Syringa retorted, “I’m not an idiot, either. I know that things are going 
badly. I hate that all I can do is sit around and wait for information. I hate that I can’t 
go running out into the night like you can. I hate that I am a coward and a weakling, and 
that Cristata was everything I’m not, but she suffered when it should have been me.” 

“My sister wouldn’t appreciate you crying for her.” Fleet said, standing up quickly, 
“Fighting, however, is something else. Grieve for her, but don’t be a disappointment to 
her memory.” 

Sometimes she truly hated the Narcissian way of life. Treating the entire world like a 
war wasn’t fair. It didn’t allow you to have the weakness of a heart, of actually taking the 
time to feel anything. 

Right now, she felt... Everything. 

Her father had been murdered by her brother. That wasn’t something that anyone 
could ever get over. Her brother... Had betrayed his kingdom, and stuck a knife in his 
father, for power. 

She didn’t always get along with her father. He had been cruel at times, and his focus 
for her life had never been one she wanted to accept. Now that he was gone, it might be 
the only way out of this shit. To marry someone she cared nothing for, and play the role 
of the good wife. 

To pay for peace with her own flesh. 

It only hurt worse that every single thought and worry she had brought her circling 
back to Cristata. Her warrior of immense skill and beauty that she had pushed away so 
that she would have the space to do what she needed to do. 
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All they had ever had, was a moment. She had fallen for the Narcissian the moment 
she saw them. She had been surprised to learn they were a woman, and confused when it 
didn’t impact her feelings in the least. 

She had been attracted to women before, had played with them, but she had never loved 
one. The intensity of her emotions for Cristata were something she had never experienced 
with anyone at all. She had known immediately that there was nobody else for her. 

There never would be again. 

She might fall in love, eventually. It was human to overcome all things, and adapt. It 
would never be the same, though. It would never heal the scar on her soul. And right now, 
that scar was the only thing keeping her going, keeping her fighting to exist in a world 
that despised her. 

The gods hadn’t blessed her. They were insulted that anybody would consider her that 
way, and were making her pay. They had taken everything she had. No more family, no 
more friends. Accompanied by a woman who hated her, and wanted to watch her suffer. 

Alone. 

Snot and tears intermingled, dripping down off her face, as her chest shook. She spoke 
quietly in the garden, “I’m sorry... I can’t do this. Not without you. I need you. I don’t 
how to get through. I miss you.” 


She opened her eyes in confusion, staring at the ceiling overhead. She could see wooden 
rafters, shadows and spiderwebs, and a small cloaked figure huddled up and sleeping. 

It felt like home. 

She didn’t get it. She had been stabbed in the heart, falling and dying. Reticulata had 
been there. Something important had happened. Something... She had wanted her to do. 

But Reticulata was dead. She’d been poisoned, by the king. Except, she wasn’t. Cristata 
had met her, in some cellar... Her memories were confused. Interwoven. She couldn’t sort 
the dreams from reality, not right now. 

She went to roll onto her side, and let out a gasp of pain, touching the centre of her 
chest. She felt a scar there, and stitches. It was too straight to be a battle scar. Had 
someone tried to gut her? To take the pieces of her body and sell them to the medical 
schools? 

“You’re awake.” 

“You’re dead.” Cristata stared at the figure who had fallen out of the rafters. The 
woman winced, and shook her head. Ten took her hand, squeezing tightly, showing her it 
wasn’t a hallucination. 

She rubbed her forehead, “So... I... Can’t remember. What happened?” 

“You sacrificed yourself, to distract someone. Whilst expecting me to just step up and 
do what you wanted, which was kill a prince.” Ten said with irritation, “And this is the 
third day we’ve had this conversation. So if you come and tell me again that you love 
Syringa more, I might throw you out the bloody window.” 

Cristata laughed weakly, which quickly turned into a painful cough. She forced herself 
upright in the bed, ignoring the pain so she could just try and breathe. She held her chest, 
gasping for air. 
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“Believe it or not, you’re getting better.” Ten said, sitting beside her, “And I don’t 
completely hate you. Yet.” 

Cristata sighed heavily, and looked up at her, “Taenio.” 

“Dead. Buried, too.” She woman replied, “I’m afraid I didn’t make it painful. Cut his 
head off, and stuck in on a spike at one of the highest points of the fortress. Birds knocked 
it down before the message got heard.” 

Cristata shook her head, “No message.” 

“You were just killing him because he threatened your girl? My Consort?” 

“Not yours.” Cristata growled, “You left me. Not the other way around. Is this the 
third time I’ve told you that, too?” 

“Yep.” Ten said, glaring at her, “Still not listening. I didn’t get less stubborn after 
nearly dying by the prick who fathered your girl.” 

“I killed his wife.” 

Ten blinked, “You killed Syringa’s mother?” 

“No.” Cristata shook her head, “Her mother was a mistress. I killed her brother’s 
mother. And her father’s wife. I took my right of vengeance. And you weren’t even fucking 
dead.” 

Ten shrugged, “And? Can’t change that. Move on, Narcissian. Actually, have you told 
Syringa?” 

“Yes.” 

“And... She was fine with it?” 

“No.” Cristata shook her head, “No, she fucking well was not. That’s when she started 
thinking that I might kill her. That I could kill her, if someone gave me the proper 
motivation.” 

“You wouldn’t be Narcissian if that wasn’t the case.” Ten brushed it off. 

Cristata smiled at her, “Can you kill me?” 

“Shut up.” Ten glared, “That’s different.” 

She just shook her head, and then leaned onto the headboard of the bed, thinking. It 
hurt, to think. Felt like her brain was rewiring itself. Memories evaporating like smoke. 
Thoughts suddenly hanging unfinished. 

“I’m not leaving you again.” Ten stated, “I succeeded in my mission, and technically 
I’ve been recalled, but I’m going nowhere.” 

“Mission.” Cristata stated. 

Ten shrugged, lying back onto Cristata’ legs, “To destabilise the Asphodellian empire. I 
had been planning on killing the king, replacing him with the soldier you met. Dactylorhiza, 
who is now officially regent. No official allegiance to Narcissus, but that was never the 
intention.” 

“Linnaeus.” 

“Prince Oleeae had already rebelled against Asphodel.” Ten shook her head, “The 
fighting is bad. Burning fields, raped women and children. The worst of the worst fighting 
skirmishes, making people on both sides pissed off and demanding war. You can’t expect 
much help from Dactylorhiza.” 

“Expect?” 

Ten glared, “Don’t treat me like an idiot, Cristata. Your first thought is how you’re 
going to defend Syringa next. She’s going to be looking for war, and you’re going to be 
stepping up to make sure she survives it.” 
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“No.” She shook her head, “Never an idiot. A fool, however, as now. I cannot defend 
the princess, when I cannot even walk. Look at this body, at the scars. It is broken.” 

“Didn’t stop you holding your own against First Fleet.” Ten laughed, “Sure, he did 
pretty much kill you, apart from... Well, let’s say the gods love you. But I don’t know how 
you didn’t get wiped out from the start. You shouldn’t even have been able to work with 
that fracture.” 

“It was difficult.” 

Ten glared at her, “You are pushing yourself to die. That’s just awesome. I come back 
from the dead, and you go and off yourself.” 

“Suicide was to get your attention.” Cristata replied, “I have no particular interest in 
my own death. As it stands, I will need to recover before I can be of use. Yet, time is 
urgent. Shifting the balance of the war must happen immediately. It is out of my hands.” 

Ten sighed heavily, looking at her with hurt, “So. You really do hate me, then?” 

“No.” 

Reticulata looked at her expectantly, and rolled her eyes in frustration, “Oh, for fuck’s 
sake. Do not give me the silent treatment. I am not inside your gods damned head. You 
are the hardest person I know of to predict.” 

“I do not hate you.” Cristata restated, “What more is there to say?” 

“You loved me, once.” Ten growled, “We swore to bind our lives together, for the rest 
of our time in this world.” 

“Do not blame me.” Cristata shook her head, “I never forgot you, but neither did I 
ever have you. You gave that up to service a lie, for a king who does not deserve to lead 
anyone.” 

“I... Don’t disagree.” Ten said, her voice cracking, “I just... Want to know. Is there any 
hope? Or am I just going to hold on because I’m an idiot?” 

“Never an idiot.” Cristata replied, “Only a fool.” 

The woman curled up onto the bed beside her, holding her hand. “I really did think I 
had lost you. Again.” 

Cristata squeezed the hand, “Not yet. The gods aren’t done with me, it seems. I cannot 
fight, so I must recover. Three days? Then I don’t have much longer here.” 

“Oh, I paid for another week.” Reticulata smiled, “You think you’re the only one who 
knows how to make a fortune bounty hunting? I’ve been here for six months. Though, 
I never took you for one who liked luxury. Lucky, I doubt any other doctor would have 
known what to do.” 

“It was an act.” Cristata sighed, “If it weren’t for Meliorchis, I would have tried to 
earn an invite to the court. I tried to become a legend. He, and you, changed that. Made 
it harder.” 

Reticulata punched her lightly, “Oi. No blaming me for getting stabbed in the heart.” 

“It is what you are good at.” 

The Narcissian inhaled painfully, and Cristata squeezed her hand, “I have no reason 
to ask you to leave.” 

“That’s the best I’m going to get, isn’t it?” 

“Whilst it might be slightly desirable for me to relax with something we always wanted, 
but never found the time for, I do not believe it is currently within my physical capabili¬ 
ties.” 

Ten flushed red, “Wait, you’d cheat on her?” 
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“She told me that we were a mistake, because she feared that I would kill her.” Cristata 
stated, “At the risk of being thrown from the window, I do love her enough to be stupid 
and continue to believe in her. However, it does not seem there is a future wherein I am 
anything but a momentary distraction.” Cristata said, trying not to feel the pain of what 
she was confessing to. 

“You’ve been sleeping around and didn’t even think that she might consider it to be 
disloyal.” 

“Correct.” 

Reticulata laughed, “She’s Linnaean. You’re probably right.” 

“I am... Tired.” 

The General Architect looked up at her, “Do you want me to go?” 

She shook her head, wheezing painfully as slid down into the bed again. She rolled 
away from Reticulata, pulling the hand with her and forcing the woman to hug her. So 
that she didn’t feel as alone as she had felt since she left. 

She wasn’t trying to kill the conversation. She still had questions. She also had doubts, 
about her commitment to Syringa, and she knew she felt more for Reticulata than she 
was letting on. 

Yet, she was exhausted. In her current state she doubted she even had the strength to 
stand. This last brush with death had come too close. It would be months before she was 
capable of even protecting herself against an Asphodellian. 

Today, it wall she could do to hold onto Reticulata’s willing hand. She could not wield 
a knife, or even a fork. She was too weak, too defeated. How many times did she have to 
give her life up, only to be forced to go through the horrible effort of reconstructing it, 
piece by piece? 

She did not want to die. 

Yet, living was becoming an effort she did not know if she was capable of. She wanted 
to keep fighting, but she literally didn’t have the strength. She was not one of the old 
gods, capable of holding the world aloft. 

She was human. 

“Do you want me to sing, again?” 

Cristata smiled tiredly, speaking with a slur, “I’m sorry if I made you sing.” 

“I wouldn’t for anyone else. Do you want me to sing?” 

“No.” She yawned, “Just... Sleep.” 


She tumbled, unable to breathe. She felt like she was falling and sinking, though she 
was standing on solid ground. Standing upright, stiffly watching their back as they walked 
away. 

She wanted to cry out, to stop her. To warn her that she would die if she left. To ask 
forgiveness for being such a blind fool. For failing to understand what was most important 
to her heart. 

Cristata walk away, whilst she was voiceless, breathless. 
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Syringa’s eyes snapped open, and she felt the rough hand against her face, trying to 
smother her. She rolled frantically out of the bed, falling to the ground with an uncoordi¬ 
nated thump. 

The hand grabbed her hair, tearing at it as they tried to drag her up and into the air. 
She kicked and tried to scream, but the arm locked around her throat, cutting her off. 

Fleet wasn’t here to save her. 

She was on her own, she had to do this herself. She couldn’t give up, she had to fight 
with everything she had. She tried to bite them, but her teeth met empty air, before she 
was thrown onto her back. 

She screamed, her voice piercing the air like a siren, as the knife entered beneath one 
of her eyes. The hand clamped down on her throat, nearly silencing her as she continued 
to wail of the pain that was blinding her mind. 

The blade crunched as it slid against her skull, pressing inwards on the pile of nerves 
behind her eye. The figure slammed a fist down on the back of the knife, pushing past her 
resistance. 

Syringa did the only thing she could do. She slammed her head to the side as she felt 
the violent tearing and shear agony as her eyeball was torn from her head. She saw the 
small orb fall onto the bed, a moment before the knife was at her throat, the assassin 
determined to finish the job. 

She dropped flat onto the silk sheets, remembering the move that Cristata had used to 
blindside Brassia, and slid backwards through their legs. Or that was her intention, and 
completely failed, placing her inside their grasp. 

The knife began to pierce the back of her neck, the assassin not hesitating. Syringa 
spun over, her hand shaped like a claw as she flailed wildly. The figure leaped backwards 
grabbing at their face and groaning as the knife flicked across her face. 

She grabbed at her own face, wailing and screaming in pain, curling up. She couldn’t 
do this, couldn’t keep fighting. It was too much. She wasn’t a warrior. She was just a 
princess. 

The blood was flooding over her hands, and she could feel the wet trail she’d left against 
the bed as she tried to escape. She was done. There was nothing at all she could do to 
stop them killing her. 

“You bitch.” The assassin growled angrily, “I’m going to fucking kill 

There was a crack and thumping sound. 

“Oh, gods.” She heard Fleet’s familiar voice, and she lowered her hands, trying to look 
around for the woman in fear, but she couldn’t see her. She tried to wipe the blood from 
her face, “Fleet?” 

She felt a jolt of fear as hands grasped her face, “Stay calm, I’m here. You’re safe.” 

“I...” Syringa breathed out uncertainly, “Oh, shit. Oh, shit. I can’t see. I can’t see!” 

Fleet kept a grip on her as she tried to stand up, tried to prove that she was wrong. 
The warrior held onto her firmly, forcing her to stay sitting, “The doctor is on his way. 
You’re safe. Stay still. Keep your eyes closed.” 

“I can’t see!” Syringa screamed. 
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Cristata paused as her foot silently touched the floor, and she looked back at the woman 
lounging in her bed with anger, “If you pretend not to have noticed, for my sake, I will be 
insulted.” 

Reticulata’s eyes opened, “You kind of sound like an old ship when you move, sorry.” 

“I am broken.” Cristata replied, leaning onto the bedside table without a sense of guilt, 
taking a moment to breathe before she continued stumbling towards the bathroom. 

“I’ll arrange breakfast.” Reticulata shouted from the other room, “Anything in partic¬ 
ular you want? A treat for managing to survive all this?” 

Cristata stared at the strange plumbing, trying to work out exactly how she was sup¬ 
posed to use it, and spoke quietly, “It does not matter.” 

A basin of water sat higher than what she presumed she should sit on, which seemed 
to lead to a bend in a pipe. There would be air behind it, allowing it to hold some amount 
of water, and clear it. 

She would not have thought of using that to control waste disposal. 

“The doctor’s here to change your bandages.” Reticulata yelled, “And a messenger 
from the king.” 

“A moment.” 

She walked out drying her hands, and looked over in surprise. When Ten had mentioned 
a messenger, she had expected it to be someone from Dactylorhiza. However, the brilliant 
red hair and green eyes were not Asphodellian. 

Cristata stumbled to the edge of her bed and sat down breathlessly, as the doctor 
walked over and began checking her out. He muttered to himself, and then looked up at 
her, “You should keep the movement to a minimum, or you won’t be able to move at all.” 

“Understood.” Cristata wheezed, and gestured at the messenger. 

The man stepped over cautiously, looking at the doctor pointedly, and she shrugged, 
“Speak, or leave.” 

“The king has issued orders for you to return, immediately.” 

Reticulata sprang to her feet, a knife appearing in her hand, “He what?” 

The messenger swallowed, glancing between the both of them, “You know I have no 
choice in what I have to say, right?” 

“Cub.” Cristata yawned, before flinching as she felt the doctor pull a stitch from her 
face. She looked at the messenger without anger, but without any intention of obeying 
any orders from the man who had lied to her and sentenced her to slavery. 

“I don’t have anything else.” The messenger shrugged, “So long as you know which 
king I represent.” 

“The asshole.” Cristata smiled, annoying the doctor plucking at her face. 

The messenger’s brows furrowed, and he looked over to Ten, “You, too?” 

“Yep.” Reticulata nodded, “I hate him, too. Though, Cristata has more reason than 
any of us to hate him. He made sure she failed at Thunbergia. That was the plan. He 
faked my death without even telling me why, I had to figure that part out on my own.” 

The messenger’s shoulders drooped, “Obviously I can’t do anything about it. But if 
you refuse to return, I’ll have to let them know. You’ll be labelled a traitor.” 

“She’s going nowhere.” The doctor barked, “Four days ago I had my hand inside her 
chest, squeezing her heart just to keep it going. Even if she is stupid and ignores me, she 
won’t survive a trip anywhere within the next four months. Six if she wants to not feel 
like she’s journeying through the underworld.” 
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The messenger nodded slowly, “I will pass it on.” 

Cristata waved, “Goodbye, cub.” 

The messenger left the room, and Reticulata started pacing. The General Architect 
wasn’t as unaware as she was about the politics back home. She had always kept up with 
the changing machinations of the tribe leaders. 

Cristata had never even attempted to understand the politics that dictated where she 
was sent, and what she was ordered to do. She was a soldier, first, last, and in between. 
It was easier to face life when one only had to follow orders, perform missions. 

Currently, her only mission was to survive. 

Following that, the order of the king might cross her mind as something to consider. 
However, her choice would be influenced by what happened to Syringa in the intervening 
time. 

The doctor brushed his hands off, and stood up, “Well, some of your tissue is healing 
well. Your fracture is nearly healed. Another couple weeks until the stitches in your back 
can come out. I’m afraid your face is as good as it is going to get.” 

Cristata reached up gently, feeling the hole in her cheek, touching her teeth through it. 
The injury was an insult direct from the gods. She wore her failure openly where everyone 
could see it, and worse, it probably contributed to Syringa recoiling from her. 

“I don’t mind it.” Reticulata shrugged, “It’s a symbol of just how tough you are to 
kill. You are, without a single doubt, the toughest bitch I have ever met.” 

Cristata shrugged, leaning onto the bed, “Fatigue.” 

“Twelve to twenty four months until that fades.” The doctor stated, “It wasn’t just 
your heart. When it stopped pumping, your brain started to die. It’ll take time for it to 
heal. Your friend is correct, you are an insanely tough individual. However, not even you 
can make that any faster. Your brain was dying.” 

“I understand, doctor.” Cristata said with irritation, “I did not expect to survive my 
actions. I will take a cautious approach to recovery. If there is intervention in your remark¬ 
able work, it will not be by my hand.” 

The man nodded gratefully, and left as the food arrived. Not that Cristata was inter¬ 
ested in eating. She was exhausted, and weak, and depressed. Keeping her mind afloat 
whilst her body was restored was going to take an effort. 

She dragged herself over to the table, and sat down as the butler whose hand she had 
broken served her. He placed a cloth across her lap, and laid out a soup of some kind, as 
well as fingers of bread. “Whilst the taste is nothing to be impressed by, the chef swears 
by this for those who are ill. Many claim it has superior restorative properties.” 

Cristata sniffed, “Chicken and corn.” 

“I did not say I agreed with them, my lady.” Bletilla replied blithely. 

Reticulata sat down beside her, and the butler served her as well, though with a touch 
more uncertainty and concern than he had given to her. Cristata smiled, “What did you 
do?” 

“Broke his hand.” She replied, “After he tried to stop me bringing you back here. I 
wasn’t exactly in the mood to be told my armour was unacceptable dress.” 

“I broke it first.” Cristata giggled, and smiled up at him, “Don’t piss off a Narcissian.” 

“Apparently.” The butler smiled tightly, and retreated. 

Reticulata put her head on her shoulder, “I am, tired. Not like you, I guess. But I am 
tired of fighting this war. I don’t think it is ever going to end. I know... I’m Narcissian. 
I’m supposed to like the prospect of a never ending war, but I’ve always broken our laws.” 
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“Do you remember when you, Meliorchis and I stole the apples from the king’s crop?” 

Reticulata laughed softly, “Yeah. I got an ass whooping for that when father found 
out. I think Meliorchis got off because he was too fast for anybody to catch him.” 

“I was sent to the wastes for a month.” Cristata stated, “When I returned, I was not the 
same person I had been when I left. You and Meliorchis seemed... So young, so innocent. 
I had lost you, and you had lost me.” 

“You were rather stuck up about everything.” Reticulata replied, “Everything was 
childish, because now you were a warrior.” 

“I was afraid. I had never known fear like that before.” Cristata sighed, “Everywhere 
I looked, I saw death waiting, and the both of you unprepared to face it. I did not desire 
war. I wished to run from it.” 

Reticulata shrugged, “But like a good Narcissian, you got over it.” 

“For a time.” Cristata replied, “I learned that what I am best at, what my place in 
this world is. I carry the weight of the dead with me, but it is a burden I know how to 
shoulder.” 

“Only for a time?” 

“I met someone.” Cristata replied, “Who I did not believe could survive war on her 
own. She was beautiful and confident, but had a propensity to place herself in danger, and 
did not have the skill to defeat it.” 

“Syringa.” Ten replied sitting up, “Why does it always come back to her?” 

Cristata sipped at her soup, “I was talking about you.” 

Reticulata turned her head slowly, twitching, “Did not have the skill to defeat it?” 

“You were taken down by an assassin’s dart. When you expected it.” Cristata retorted, 
“Name the number of times I have saved your life. And then name the reverse.” 

“Shut up.” Reticulata pouted. 

Cristata grinned, “The General Architect is not required to be first among all warriors. 
That is not their role. You were there to direct us, to use strategy that you know I sucked 
at because I failed when I tried.” 

“Thunbergia was unwinnable.” 

“It was not without retreat.” Cristata shook her head, “Though the king manipulated 
me, I am willing to bear the shame. I cannot learn without my mistakes. I carry scars, 
reminding me that I am mortal. That I cannot be what people imagine me to be. All can 
fall in battle.” 

“I found your hawk.” Reticulata moved away from the conversation, “He’d intercepted 
a message meant for me and the other Narcissians.” 

Cristata smiled, “He always was a brat. Did you feed him?” 

“He got a rat, and I got a peck to the face.” Reticulata replied, “But I got the message. 
A request for information as to politics in Asphodel, from Third Fleet.” 

“Barleria.” She said quietly, “My sister lives. That is good. She was to accompany 
Syringa to the border with Catasetum.” 

“Well, she crossed over. She’s still with the princess.” Reticulata stated, “And... I did 
a little bit of fishing, and you’re going to be more pissed off with the king. Third Fleet 
knows you’re alive and well and on your way here. However, she was ordered to stay silent, 
and to lead the princess to Catasetum.” 

“The king is planning to assassinate her quietly.” 

Ten nodded, “Yeah. Sorry.” 
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“Fleet.” Cristata mused, “I do not know if my sister would follow her orders or not. 
She is emotional, and was angered by my leaving. I believe she wished for me to find a 
way to repair my relationship with Syringa.” 

Ten sighed heavily, “I hate hearing that name so much. Fleet always was a romantic. 
Do you remember when she used to spy on us?” 

“I recall you allowing her to follow and attempting to kiss me within her sight, and my 
attempting to stop you.” Cristata replied. 

“I wanted everyone to know that you were mine.” Ten said without a trace of guilt. 

“At that point in time I did not belong to you, yet.” Cristata rolled her eyes, “Whilst 
you might have been taken with me and understood what it was that your heart desired, 
it took a number of years for me.” 

“Until fucking Syringa.” Ten spat. 

“I did not care for her, when I fucked Syringa.” Cristata said crassly, cutting her off 
with more than a little anger. “You. Left. Me. There is no taking that back. I also left 
Syringa. I will not be returning to her side. But I also will not be forgiving you.” 

“Sorry.” Ten looked away, “I... These two years, every morning... I sat watching the 
sunrise, unable to meditate. Dreaming of a time when I could come back to you. When 
we could be together again. It was only a dream.” 

“Yes.” Cristata agreed, “Syringa or not, I would not have forgiven you.” 

Reticulata stood up, stretching, “Well, I need to check in with our regent. Don’t get 
dead.” 

“Ten.” 

The woman paused, and Cristata sighed, “I don’t hate you. Don’t make the same 
mistake twice and leave.” 

“I already told you I wouldn’t.” 

“You break your word.” 

The General Architect laughed, “That I do, that I do. Stay alive.” 
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9 Survive 

A white veil of light hung over her vision as she opened her eyes. She reached up hesitantly, 
touching the bandage over her eyes, feeling her own blood soaked into it. 

What she could feel, and what she could see, weren’t similar at all. She swallowed 
nervously, and lifted the bandage slightly, trying to see out from under it. The light she 
could see swirled and shifted, but it was still just a blanket of light. She couldn’t see 
anything. 

She couldn’t see. 

A hand pulled the bandage down, “Not yet. Some of your eyesight might come back, 
my lady, but it will take time. You need to give yourself time.” 

“I’m blind.” Syringa breathed out slowly, “Bastard took my sight.” 

“The assassin was killed by your companion.” The man replied, “You are safe, now. 
You were moved, so that I could have better access to you. I am Doctor Epidendae.” 

She frowned, “I met another Epidendae once. He’s the one who stabbed in the side 
and left me to die in a sewer beneath the arena. Alone. In the dark. And now... I’m in the 
dark. Again. Alone.” 

“It may feel that way for some time.” Epidendae replied carefully, “But you are not 
alone. Your companion is here, asleep. I can wake her, if you would like.” 

“No.” 

“There is also another who arrived for you in the night, and nearly took apart the palace 
soldiers trying to get to you after hearing you had been attacked.” Epidendae continued, 
“Brassia.” 

Syringa swallowed nervously, “He came here?” 

“Yes. They have him in the dungeons, but the king has reserved judgement on him 
until he has spoken to you.” Epidendae stated, “Which will not happen unless I believe 
you are ready. You are not the same woman you were. It will take time to adjust to your 
new reality.” 

“We don’t have time.” Syringa said, “Screw it. Wake her up. Put me in a chair, and 
in front of the king. It is passed time we had this conversation.” 

“If you insist, I will.” Epidendae said carefully, “However, negotiating delicate politics 
whilst you are recovering is likely to be unwise. The decisions you make may not be of 
sound mind.” 

“Do it.” 

Syringa breathed in and out, trying not to let the crushing absence of anything force 
her down. She didn’t know for certain where she was, or who she was speaking to. She 
had no way to tell if he was telling the truth, or if she had been kidnapped and stuck in 
a cave. 

“Princess.” Fleet spoke tiredly, her rough hand grabbing hold, “You’re awake.” 

“I’m blind.” Syringa stated angrily, “I need you, Barleria. I can’t tell anymore. If I’m 
being lied to, or manipulated. I can’t see it, because I can’t see. I need you to be my eyes.” 

Fleet squeezed her hand, “This is my failure.” 

“No.” 

“Yes, actually.” Fleet insisted, “I know this will probably mean you won’t trust me, or 
anyone... But I was ordered to bring you here. To Catasetum. Those were my orders. To 
bring you here, and then collect a series of reports. I think... I think my king ordered your 
death. Arranged for it.” 
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Syringa squeezed her hand back, “I don’t trust anyone fully, Fleet. I couldn’t even bring 
myself to trust your sister, and she died for me.” 

“Yes and no.” 

Syringa crushed the hand in her grip, “What were your ordered not to tell me?” 

“Cristata survived. And then she didn’t.” Fleet spoke, a tiny hint of pain in her voice, 
“She went to Asphodel, and then she was witnessed committing suicide. I don’t know. In¬ 
formation is conflicted. I think, I think, she went to kill Prince Taenio. But... She probably 
met someone she didn’t expect to.” 

“I’m going break your fucking hand in a minute.” 

“Reticulata is alive.” 

Syringa let go of the hand, grabbing her knees and curling into a ball. If the Tenth 
was alive, and Cristata had met her, after being rejected by Syringa... Her betrayal by 
everyone she cared about would have been complete. She might just give up and decide 
to end it all. 

Yet, Syringa still felt a flutter of hope. She didn’t fully believe that Cristata was even 
capable of killing herself. She was a warrior that, it seemed, was impossible to fully strike 
down. 

Her death wasn’t a guarantee that anyone could ever count on. It was stupid, but 
Syringa would continue to hope. She would believe in the possibility that she was still 
alive. 

“She’s going to punish you.” Syringa whispered. 

Fleet put a hand on her shoulder, “I wanted to tell you. I did. But after I heard that 
she was probably dead... It seemed cruel. Not worth breaking my orders.” 

“You’re a soldier.” Syringa replied, “You follow your orders.” 

“My orders are complete. I’m still here.” Fleet replied, “I will protect you, whether 
or not those are my orders. I failed, and you got hurt. My sister would be right to never 
forgive me.” 

“She would.” Syringa said with a sigh, “She could always forgive me. Even when I was 
a complete idiot.” 

“Never an idiot, only a fool.” Fleet replied, “That’s what she’d tell you.” 

Syringa smiled at that, “So. Ready to help me speak to a king?” 

“Not at all.” 

“Good.” Syringa nodded, “Now help me stand up. Am I dressed?” 

“Bloodstained silk dress.” Fleet said cautiously, “Did you seriously go to sleep in that?” 

“Shut up.” Syringa stated, feeling no room to be charitable. She was blind, and she 
had to negotiate with a tyrant king without getting either of their heads cut off. 

Even getting exiled to the streets with no one allowed to help them might spell death 
in her current condition. Especially if Brassia attempted to befriend her and the people 
hadn’t forgotten his crimes, as it seemed. 

“Do you need me to find you something else?” 

“No.” Syringa sighed, “It demonstrates my position. It might make seem somewhat 
vulnerable, or it might make seem stronger. It doesn’t matter either way, it is something 
that we can use.” 

She felt the hand steadying her as the floor touched her feet. Fleet caught her as she 
nearly tumbled forwards. She didn’t feel like she was upright, she didn’t have a sense of 
balance, without the world to look at. 
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“The king has asked if you are certain that you wish to speak to him now.” Epidendae 
said, from somewhere nearby but further than he had been. At least she still had enough 
hearing to tell which direction he was speaking to her from. “He has told me to assure you 
of protection, until you are ready.” 

“I am ready.” Syringa replied, “Look, I know you’re just trying to look out for me. To 
follow through with what a doctor is supposed to do. The responsibility of a healer, but I 
can’t afford that caution right now.” 

“If you don’t show caution, you’ll end up hurt or dead.” 

“Someone already tried to kill me doctor.” Syringa said tiredly, “How long until they 
come back and finish the job? Linnaeus, Asphodel, Narcissus and Catasetum all have 
reasons to want my head.” 

“I understand, my lady.” Epidendae replied, “I am merely following through with that 
responsibility.” 

Syringa nodded, and nodded, “Okay. Barleria. Time to go.” 


“Alive, and stupid.” Cristata growled, looking up from her bed at the figure walking 
in her doorway. The maid scurried away without introducing them, after she heard those 
words. 

Meliorchis shrugged, “Are you talking about yourself?” 

Cristata shook her head. 

The man sighed heavily, and sat down at her dining table, within sight but out of reach. 
“I came to see you. You accomplished your mission, I failed at mine. I didn’t think there 
would be a reason for conflict between us. At least, not for one conversation.” 

Cristata raised a lip in a silent growl. 

Meliorchis sighed heavily, “I’m sorry, Cris. I am sorry that I nearly killed you. I regret 
that I stabbed you.” 

The lamp flew from her bedside, crashing against the wall with a shattering of glass as 
he dodged the unlit but very metal object. “Don’t. Call. Me. That!” 

Her heart ached with the effort, burning around the edges as her breath was taken from 
her. Even tasting the lash of her anger was enough to steal the strength from this crippled 
frame. 

She grabbed at her chest instinctively, her face twitching as the pain repeatedly stabbed 
into her with each beating of her heart. Which only served to make her more pissed off 
with the man who had scarred the tissue of the pulsing organ. 

“Can I ask why you hate it so much when I call you that?” He asked carefully, “It’s 
what I called you when we were kids.” 

“You are still a child, I am not.” Cristata sneared, “You play at battle, an insult to our 
god, and to me. You took the title of First Fleet from my sister, true enough. Yet, even 
with the speed of the fastest of the Narcissians, you allowed me to strike you. I should 
never have stood a chance against you. But you’re still just a boy.” 

“You’re insulted I didn’t go all out?” 

“I’m insulted, because you did. And failed.” 

Meliorchis snorted, “I nearly killed your ass.” 
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“How’s the leg? Able to walk easily?” 

His face fell, “You severed the tendons. You know there is no path back from that.” 

“Exactly.” Cristata sneered, “Just one example of how you are a danger to any other 
soldier who serves beside you. Because you a child, still living in a world where I don’t 
hate you.” 

“Hate me?” He shook his head, “Just because I’m a little bit of a wild card?” 

“No.” She breathed out slowly, “That was just one example of many. I hate you, because 
you are... You.” 

He sighed heavily, “And here I was, holding a torch for you. I suppose I should just 
finish the job. That’d be satisfying.” 

Cristata shrugged, it wasn’t like she could run. All she could do was wait to see what 
he would do. She didn’t even have the strength to stand up from this bed and attempt to 
intimidate him. 

If dead was a doorway, hers wasn’t just cracked open. Something on the other side had 
a grasp of her, and was desperately trying to drag her through. Her heart was bruised and 
scarred, and it would not take much to push it over the edge and break it altogether. 

She reached up to her hair, and pulled out a small and thin knife of bone, turning 
it over in her hands. She had made it, her first day in the gladiator pens. Taken from 
someone the guards had left to the rats. She had carved the rib with rock and effort, 
without anyone noticing. 

“Do you know what makes a Narcissian knife desirable to so many, Meliorchis?” 

The man stood up slowly, walking over to the end of the bed, “Not really. It’s just 
bone. More brittle than steel, and keeping it sharp is a ridiculous effort. But, they do sell 
well. You’re right.” 

“Because everyone thinks they’re magic.” Cristata sneered, “Fucking idiot. How can 
you not even know that? Do you walk through your life with your eyes closed, and your 
ears shut?” 

“And why do people think they’re magic?” 

“Because every time a Narcissian draws one of their blades, someone dies.” Cristata 
smiled up at him, “Someone always dies. We are the shadows that come for children in 
the night, Meliorchis. We’re the stuff of nightmares. Everything we touch because myth 
and magic.” 

He drew a knife from his sleeve slowly, one made of steel. “So, am I going to die now, 
become part of the myth and magic of the great Cristata, the Narcissian?” 

“I no longer hold that title.” She glared at him, “You will die, and become a part of 
the tale of the Ripper of Linnaeus.” 

He looked at her in confusion only for a brief moment. Understanding crossed his face 
as his throat opened up, sliced open cleanly by the avenging angel that descended behind 
him. 

He turned limply, trying to stab as Reticulata grabbed his wrist easily, and broke it. 
The knife fell to the ground, and the woman punched him, breaking his neck with the 
impact and dropping his rapidly dying body in an instant. 

She rubbed her knuckles, “He was my friend once.” 

Cristata relaxed, dropping her knife onto the bed as her hands shook. She winced, 
feeling the fear wrapped around her throat refusing to shift. The danger had faded, but 
she would always be in danger. She would not recover from this, not completely. 
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She would never again be as strong as she had been when she first decided to save 
Syringa. When she had found her, alone and cold in the sewer beneath the arena and 
learned that she cared if the woman lived or died. 

“I will remember him.” Cristata said with a shaking voice, “As he was, before he came 
what he died as. A coward, and a traitor.” 

Reticulata sat on the bed, “You even tried to tell him I was here. Hinted, anyway. I 
can’t believe he didn’t notice me lying on the rafters. You did, when you first woke up.” 

She shrugged, wincing as her heart continued to stab at her violently. She had to get 
her heartrate down, or something else was going to go wrong with this useless flesh sack. 
Her frustration wasn’t helping matters much. 

There were too many dangers on the path she was walking. She could not survive on 
it any longer, not as she was. Death didn’t follow in her wake, in lay in wait, ready to 
embrace her as a friend, whether or not she wished it. 

It was not a life she had hated, but it was not a life she could have. She could no longer 
fight those battles, and win those wars. She would die if she even set foot in the gladiator 
arena, which had felt like nothing more than childish games. 

The General Architect glared at her, “You’re being depressing, aren’t you?” 

She gave a short nod. 

Reticulata smiled sadly, “Well, at least that hasn’t changed. I remember you dragging 
me along to hear that philosopher in the town square. Listening to morbid crap that life 
might not have a point to it at all.” 

Cristata glared at her. 

“You like thinking, but you’re always depressing.” Reticulata shrugged, “Sorry. That’s 
how it is. I’m not going to suddenly turn into a liar just because you’re now interested in 
Linnaeans.” 

She shook her head. She was not interested in Linnaeans. What she was interested in 
was one particular princess, who might hesitate or avoid answering if you wanted a lie, 
but was willing to say exactly what was on her mind. 

After spending so long among people who lied in as simple a thing as a greeting, 
it had been refreshing. She knew it was probably because Syringa didn’t have to face 
consequences when she spoke, a sign of a spoiled brat... But it had been comforting to 
her. 

Which is why it hurt more when Syringa looked her in the eye and lied that she thought 
that they were a mistake. That was the real reason she had left. She couldn’t stand to 
be around her after that. To see her lying to her, again and again. Digging the knife in 
deeper with every look. 

She wanted to see her again. 

She didn’t know if she would have the courage to look her in the eye, to let the princess 
see her. She didn’t know if she could face those fearful eyes ever again, horrified by what 
they saw. 

Yet, when she was well enough to move, to be able to leave Asphodel behind with 
no intention of ever returning, she would seek out the princess. She would see her one 
last time, before she followed orders and went home to Narcissus, so that the king could 
execute her for being a thorn in his side, to prevent her from letting everyone know what 
a shitbag he was. 

“So, what are you thinking about, then?” 

“Her.” 
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The warrior collapsed onto the bed, looking at the ceiling, “Did you use to think about 
me, like that?” 

“When we were separated. Fighting different wars.” 

“I will do what I can to keep her safe.” Reticulata stated, “What little. Her existence 
is a threat to most. Every rebel wants a piece of her. So every king wants her dead.” 

“Ours.” Cristata stated with a sneer, “He manipulated Taenio. Pushing Asphodel to 
war. So that you could be sent to raise up their rebellion.” 

“Dactylorhiza’s position isn’t exactly secure, yet.” Reticulata replied, “Asphodel might 
just put their king back on the throne. And if they find out Narcissus was involved...” 

“The king gets his war. As intended.” Cristata replied, “The fall of Linnaeus was 
vengeance for the war that is going nowhere, and an attempt to create a bigger war. Our 
king is a religious zealot. You know what he wants.” 

Reticulata shivered, “An entire world at war.” 

“Four nations with borders only two days ride apart. The only nation with any decent 
protection is Narcissus. Invaders have to go through the wastes.” Cristata shook her head, 
“He means to kill them all.” 

“Are you planning on killing our king?” 

“I do not know.” 

The General Architect sat up quickly, flicking a look at her, “Holy shit, you are serious. 
You can’t even walk.” 

“Once I recover, I intend to see Syringa, one last time.” Cristata stated, “And then, I 
will return home. I don’t know what will happen then. I do not know if I will oppose our 
king. I do know that he is a threat, and has planned your death.” 

“True.” Reticulata acknowledged, “First Fleet and his probably were put here by the 
king, to kill me if I succeeded in my mission in exchange for being allowed to return home. 
Apparently you’re less predictable than the king expected.” 

She smiled at that. It was completely wrong, but it felt like she was being paid a 
compliment. Something genuine, not emerging from the woman out of pain or jealousy. A 
compliment she hadn’t even realised that she had made. 

“They will come for us, yet.” 

Reticulata crawled up on the bed beside her, dropping her head onto the pillow, “And 
I will be here for them. I will be here for you, Cristata. Always.” 

She didn’t understand why. She was abandoning Ten, like she had been abandoned. 
The woman had far more right to hate her than to believe in her. What Ten was offering 
her wasn’t adoration, friendship, or even loyalty. It was something greater than all of those 
- unconditional love. 

All Cristata felt in return was guilt. 


Syringa curtsied, and nearly fell on her face as she did, were it not for Fleet steadying 
her. She didn’t know if anyone was actually in the room, or if the king was still on his way 
to meet her. Life was now a patchwork of best guesses. 
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All her life she had been taught that the right thing to do when you had failed so 
completely as she had was to commit suicide. To die an honourable death, a last action 
to take away the shame. 

“Princess Syringa.” A voice boomed, echoing throughout the hall and confusing her to 
where it was coming from, “Come forward.” 

Fleet directed her gently, leading her as she struggled not to trip over her own damn 
feet. She guessed she was walking in a straight line, but it felt like it was curving away 
from her. 

She curtsied again, and the voice spoke again, gentler so she could feel it only a few 
spans in front of her, “So, you are the princess who snuck into my kingdom. I should send 
you back to your brother.” 

“Perhaps.” 

The king scoffed, surprised at her short answer, “No defence at all? I should just send 
you packing to King Oleeae? This is not what I had expected from you. My scouts tell 
me you lead a trail of utter destruction on your way out of Linnaeus. Everyone who got 
remotely close were butchered. Bodies burned. Heads left on pikes as warnings. Even an 
assassin in my own city died when he tried to kill you.” 

“My brother murdered my father, in cold blood.” Syringa stated carefully, “Conspiring 
with Prince Taenio of Asphodel. I can guarantee you that if you allow me stay, trouble 
will come your way. However, I can’t guarantee that if you return me, that Catasetum will 
be able to remain neutral between those two nations. Especially not as they attempted to 
implicate Narcissus.” 

The king made a thinking noise, “Can you see me, princess? The face I am making?” 

“No. I can see nothing at all.” 

The man’s breathing changed, as if he were surprised. She couldn’t see his face, to see 
what kind of surprise it was. Was he impressed, or simply curious how she was standing 
there? 

“I am angry, Princess Syringa. That you bring this to my doorstep. That you take 
shelter with rebel scum. That you bring a Narcissian into my courtroom, and try and 
pretend to be helpless.” 

Syringa laughed, putting more mirth into the sound than she felt, “I have not attempted 
to hide the Narcissian by my side. I did not even seek out your little rebellion. He was just 
a travelling companion to your city. I was not aware you had rebel factions in your court, 
perhaps you should see to that, if it so concerns you. And if I am such a terrible concern, 
you’ll either kill me, or hand me over. I haven’t asked for anything.” 

“Careful of your tongue.” The king growled, “You do not speak to an equal. You are 
an invalid, and a threat to my throne. I will not treat you as royalty.” 

“I have no need to guard my tongue, king.” Syringa responded with disdain, “Either I 
am dead, or will soon die. There is no other road open for me. I was born into the Family 
of Linnaeus. A house that now lies divided and broken. My death may rectify that.” 

She heard the throne creaking as the king shifted his weight. She didn’t know if he was 
leaning back to consider her position, or if he was uncomfortable. She could hear more 
than she ever had, but she had no reference to compare it to. She was lost. 

“I am not interested in handing you over, at least not yet. You bring an advantage that 
is both unexpected, and well timed.” The king spoke, barely above a whisper, “I have been 
aware for some time of the growing threat of rebellion in my kingdom. We have not had 
war to distract the populace, and the games of the arena are not enough to make them 
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forget their problems. We have lost supply lines to Linnaeus because of the unrest. When 
the people go hungry, they tend to act.” 

“I cannot help you negotiate with Linnaeus for peace or better caravan protection.” 
Syringa shook her head, feeling herself sway with the motion, “If my brother could be 
negotiated with, I would not have fled. He is a tyrant, nothing more or less. His desire is 
only to control, and to take what he thinks may harm another.” 

“A vindictive streak.” The king mused, “It is true you cannot represent us. However, it 
is also true that the people believe that the assassin was successful in eliminating you, and 
the body of both that assassin, and a woman of similar stature and features to yourself is 
now on the way to Linnaeus. I wish for you to join me, as an adviser.” 

Syringa smiled, “Your wish, is a command, king. Don’t phrase it like I have a choice. 
I do not have the patience to play games, anymore. The politics of your kingdom are at a 
tipping point. You want my help to try and keep Linnaeus at bay long enough for you to 
get your house in order.” 

“I dislike people who are so forthright.” The king growled, “I dislike Narcissians. I hate 
the arrogance of Linnaeans. I despise the laziness of Asphodellians. Yet, Catasetum is not 
without her faults. You are a tolerable evil until the people are under control. Do you 
understand?” 

“I understand.” 

She heard the throne creak, “Come, we will talk about our trade security. I have 
gathered my military advisers in the map room. You may bring the Narcissian.” 


Cristata’s eyes flew open, and a hand grabbed at her chest. She could feel it. Like an 
enormous weight had just crashed in on her from every direction, choking her with anxiety 
and fear. 

She had felt the world change. 

The Narcissian generally put little stock in her own emotions. She neglected them to 
the point where she didn’t recognise them when she tried to reflect upon them. However, 
she had only felt something like this once before. 

Reticulata stirred, sitting up, and rubbing at her eyes. The warrior glanced around the 
room as if by habit, “Bad dream? I don’t see anything. But I’m missing half my sight.” 

Cristata shook her head, shivering. 

The last time she had felt this way was a moment before the Linnaean king had come 
forward, demanding single combat against Ten to end the battle with less bloodshed. A 
lie that both sides had tried to manipulate. 

“We need to leave. Now.” 

Reticulata winced, “You’re not healthy enough to be moved.” 

“We stay, we die.” Cristata replied, dragging her legs out of the bed and staggering 
upright. She grabbed at her leather cuirass and cursed as it fell from her hands, too heavy 
for her to hold. There was no way she could wear it and continue to move. 

She tucked her shirt in as she dragged on some pants, and glared at the woman still in 
bed, “What are you still doing? We need to go. Now.” 

Ten stepped off the bed slowly, “What makes you think there is some urgent threat? 
You have me, don’t you?” 
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“Not arguing.” Cristata replied, leaning on the wall as she stumbled towards the door, 
dragging her bad leg as the cold and knotted muscles failed to life properly. She knew 
this might just be paranoia, a feeling that would pass. She also wasn’t willing to take the 
chance. 

The door flew open as they arrived, the butler with his broken hand bursting in, and 
staring at Cristata almost to it. He breathed out shakily, “We need your help. Please.” 

“Oh, shit.” Reticulata cursed, “You were right. What’s happening?” 

“An army just broke through the gate.” Bletilla said in terror, “They’re burning houses. 
They’ll be on us soon. The soldiers won’t be here in time, if they come at all.” 

Ten launched upright, tightening the straps of her armour, and ran over, bracing 
Cristata and nodded firmly. The butler looked at them both, “You’ll help us?” 

“You want to survive, you run.” Ten growled, “No one is staying here. No one will 
stand and fight and die for no goddamn good reason. Asphodel is about to fall.” 
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Cry of Narcissus 
Verse 1 

Cry of war, and rivers of blood, they roll. 

Lift up your eyes, and raise up the cry... Into battle we go. 

Lurk the edge of the battlefield, as the fury grows deep inside. 

They speak and they roar, calling us out, crying for our... Failure. 

Into the war we rush, into the battle we fly, to tear them apart. 

Verse 2 

A right of death, within clouds of ash, they come. 

We hear the cry, as they demand vengeance... Into battle we go. 

Lurk the edge of the battlefield, as the fury grows deep inside. 

We rattle the cage, and shake the chains, as they cry for our... Failure. 
Into the war we rush, into the battle we fly, to tear them apart. 

Verse 3 

He stands upon the field, steel in his hand, he comes. 

Soldiers they fall away, children they flee... Into battle he goes. 

Flee from the battle, quiet your anger, deep inside. 

The chains they are broken, the wrath she is spent. This is our failure. 
Into the war he runs, into the battle he flies, to tear us apart. 

Chorus 

This is the cry of Narcissus. This is the scream of the gods. 

Into battle we fly, to tear them apart. Righteous and strong. 

Into battle we fly, to tear them apart. Blameless and courageous. 

This is the cry of Narcissus. This is the scream of the gods. 

We are Immortals 
Verse 1 

The stars are overhead, 

the land beneath our feet, 
the fire within our heart, 
this is who we are. 

Verse 2 

We thunder over the plains, 

riding high with victory in our wake, 
as we cross the planes, 
this is who we are. 
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Verse 3 

The dead lie at our feet, 
the living in our way, 
a spear lies ready to defend, 
this is who we are. 

Chorus 

Stand and fight! 

Time is in our grasp! 

We will never surrender, 
we will never fall below, 

We are Immortals! 
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Brassia 

A senior gladiator in Lannaeus, he is ranked as champion. 

He acts as a father-like figure to many of the gladiators enslaved alongside him, though 
he is afforded more rights than them. 

Originally from Catasetum, where he was sentenced to slavery for his crimes. 

Calyx 

A lord of Linnaeus. 

A part owner of the gladiator, Brassia. 

Cristata 

A gladiator sold to Linnaeus, who became enslaved after becoming a Prisoner of War. 

She served her homeland of Narcissus as a warrior of some little repute, before she 
became the Failure of Thunbergia and lost the battle to Asphodel, who took her captive 
and sold her as a slave. 

She was the Last Consort of Reticulata the Tenth before her death at the hand of the 
Linnaean king. 

Like most Narcissians, she had red hair and green eyes. 

Cyanus 

One of the guards at the arena of Linnaeus, he attempts to act in a fair but forthright 
manner. 

His relationship with Brassia is complicated. 

Diant hus 

A Lord of Linnaeus. 

Lord Dianthus’ political position is one of strength, as he is responsible for the upkeep 
and training of the standing army. 

Laminae 

A slave of Princess Syringa, she chose at some stage to remain a slave so that she could 
continue to serve her lady. 

She is agressively protective, and somewhat mothering. 

Ligustrinae 

The queen of Linnaeus, before her death. 

She was killed by a Narcissian as revenge for the death of one of their prominent leaders, 
Reticulata the Tenth. 

She was the mother of Prince Oleeae. 
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Oleeae 

The crown prince of Linnaeus. 

He is known to be lazy, and crass. Often seeking out ways to one-up or bring harm to 
his half-sister, Syringa. 

His father is not confident in his ability to rule. 

Reticulata the Tenth 

A member of the Narcissian armed forces, Reticulata received the rank of General Architect 
before her demise. 

She was assassinated during single combat with the Linnaean king. 

The Narcissians began to refer to her as “the Tenth”, as if it were a title of honour 
that nobody else could ever hold, due to her skill with strategy and controlling the army. 

She was feared by all the other nations. 

Syringa 

The Princess of Linnaeus. 

Served by her loyal family slave, Laminae. 

The princess developed an attraction for the battles and games of the arena early in 
life, going so far as to invest in a part ownership of the champion gladiator, Brassia, with 
the Lord Calyx. 

She is the half-sister of the crown prince of Linnaeus, Oleeae. 

Taenio 

The crown prince of Asphodel. 

He has a somewhat friendly relationship with the court of Linnaeus, and is one of 
several possible suitors for the hand of Princess Syringa. 

Disturbingly, he has a habit of raping and killing women who resemble Princess Syringa. 
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